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College student retention has been researched for over half a century. Much of the 
research about student retention has examined easily quantifiable factors, such as demographic 
variables, or presumably objective measures of student readiness, such as SAT scores. The 
results of these types of studies demonstrate the complexities of retention and attrition and 
underscore the importance of examining retention within the local contexts of institutions.  
This study adopts a communication perspective to examine the intersection of three 
critical constructs: student retention, student writing, and identity. By observing the ways in 
which students constitute their identities in essays submitted as part of Thomas College’s 
Common Reading Program, this study demonstrates that features of identity work are related to 
first year retention. The study utilizes a content analysis approach to examine essays submitted 
by Fall 2014 and Fall 2015 entering students. Despite the brevity of these essays, the study 
demonstrates the nuanced ways in which students constitute their identities in essays written 
during the liminal period between high school graduation and college matriculation.  
 
 
The study validates the College’s use of high school GPA as an indicator of retention. It 
also informs this practice by demonstrating that within the context of student academic 
background, some coping behaviors, including the engaged coping behavior expressing 
emotions, were associated with higher retention risk. Additionally, the thematic analysis 
demonstrates that students whose essays are associated with the athletics participation theme 
were more likely than their peers to be retained to the second year, whereas students who essays 
are associated with the themes of relationships and illness/injury were less likely to be retained.  
The results of this study are relevant within the local context of the Thomas College 
Common Reading Program. However, the study does demonstrate that coders can be trained to 
identify with accuracy language associated with coping behaviors, even in brief essays. The 
study’s approach shows promise for reviewing large bodies of texts and for training staff 
members who review the essays to do so in more systematic manners and in manners that 
challenges individual biases about characteristics of the essays or their contents. The study also 
offers to inform institutional practices in the Common Reading Program. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
The following study examines the intersection of three critical constructs: student 
retention, student writing, and identity. College student retention is and will likely continue to be 
a critical albeit contentious topic for post-secondary education in the United States. Having been 
an object of study for over half a century, easy solutions for increasing student retention are 
unlikely to be found in the near future. Finding solutions is complicated by the necessity for each 
institution of post-secondary education to examine and respond to college student success and 
retention in its local context. The study seeks to enter the ongoing debate and contribute insights 
gained from an examination of student success and retention in a local context, the Common 
Reading Program at Thomas College. Thomas College currently assesses retention risk based on 
students’ academic backgrounds. In part because the College serves students who are 
predominantly traditional-aged, identified as first generation, and residing in central Maine, 
supporting students to graduation is a priority for the College. This study seeks to examine an 
alternative dataset, the essays submitted as part of the Common Reading Program and identify 
additional support resources the College should consider.  
Communication Theory of Identity 
While communication is clearly implicated in education and, therefore, college student 
success, communication scholars have not contributed substantially or had a clear voice in recent 
student retention discourse. The study seeks to advanced communication scholarship, 
particularly that of the Communication Theory of Identity, as it relates to college student 
retention.  
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The Communication Theory of Identity (CTI) was initially proposed by Jung and Hecht 
(2004) and has proven its utility for a range of analyses, including the work of Orbe (2004), who 
explores identity work among first generation college students. CTI positions identity work both 
in the individual and in interaction, adopting a reflexive view of identity work within and 
between these loci. As identities both ascribed to and performed by individuals are negotiated 
and internalized, identities can become durable and will evolve (Jung & Hecht, 2004).  
Jung and Hecht (2004) identify four frames through which to consider identity work: 
personal, relational, enacted, and communal. These frames are discrete, but should not be 
regarded as rigid. The frames interact as identities are constituted in and by communication. CTI 
describes these interactions between frames as interpenetrations or gaps, sites at which identity 
work is often observable.  
Thomas College Common Reading Program 
The Common Reading Program at Thomas College offers a unique opportunity to 
glimpse both coping descriptions and identity work in process among entering college students. 
As part of the Program, students submit brief essays in response to prompts based on assigned 
books. (Full copies of the assignments as presented to the students are included in Appendix A.) 
How students both constitute identities and have identities ascribed by the program are 
observable in the essays. The relationships between these constituted identities and student 
retention are key findings of the study.  
Common reading programs are found on a range of campuses throughout the United 
States, and, despite being referred to by a common term, they take on a wide variety of forms. At 
Thomas College, each fall entering class is assigned a book and related essay. The stated purpose 
of the exercise at Thomas College is to open conversations with entering students during the 
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summer and begin building relationships, especially with the College’s Provost, to whom 
students submit their essays directly and from whom each student receives an individualized 
response.  
 For each entering class, the Provost selects a book to assign and crafts an essay prompt 
related to that book. The book and essay are typically assigned to students during registration day 
events each June, and essays are typically due in early August. Students submit their essays via 
email to the Provost at Thomas College. The assigned books are typically biographical or 
autobiographical accounts of individuals overcoming difficult circumstances and prompts 
typically instruct students to write about a time when they overcame difficult circumstances. 
Two-hundred and seventy-one (271) essays from students entering in 2014 and 2015 are 
included in the study.  
Laura Schroff’s An Invisible Thread and Jerry McGill’s Dear Marcus were assigned to 
those respective entering classes. Schroff’s book describes her chance encounter with a middle-
schooler, Maurice. When she initially encountered him, he was begging for money or food. After 
initially passing him by on the street, she returned to offer to take him to eat. From that meal, a 
long-term mentoring relationship grew between the two. Schroff describes her economically 
privileged position as an executive in contrast to Maurice’s lack of food and clean clothes. The 
book ends by describing Maurice’s adult life as a father and business owner. Both Schroff and 
Maurice describe the relationship as mutually beneficial.  
McGill’s book describes the physical and emotional struggles resulting from being shot 
as a young teenager. The text is written as a letter to the person who shot McGill and addresses 
that person as Marcus, the name McGill gave the unknow person. McGill describes his surgeries, 
hospitalizations, and emotional turmoil. He notes the importance of individuals outside his 
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family in mentoring him and helping him to adjust to not being able to walk again. The book 
ends by describing McGill’s adult life as a motivational speaker and advocate for people with 
disabilities.  
 Features of the exercise align with features commonplace in writing assessments with 
which students likely have extensive experience, despite assurances by college personnel that the 
assignment is not an assessment. The study identifies that the format of the prompt, lack of clear 
explanation for the purpose of the assignment, and language referring to writing standards 
resonate with writing assessment and classroom practices. As a result, the assignment can 
reasonably be interpreted by the students as a type of assessment, especially a writing 
assessment. Further adding to the ambiguity around the exercise for students, there is no 
explanation as to the consequences of not satisfying the assignment. 
Although power relations are apparent in all college-student interactions, power relations 
associated with student writing have particular implications for enabling and constraining student 
responses. Therefore, how students respond to and are ascribed by the Common Reading 
assignment, prompt and book, and how they do and do not constitute identities in their essays 
need to be understood within the context of these known dynamics.  
Research Questions 
In exploring the intersection between student retention, student writing, and identity, 
especially coping identities, the study seeks to answer two research questions: 
RQ1:  How do students constitute their identities as they describe themselves 
overcoming difficulties? 
RQ2:  What relationships can be described between the ways in which students 
constitute their identities as overcoming difficulties and first year retention? 
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The study seeks to contribute to scholarly discussion about student retention and the 
Communication Theory of Identity. It also seeks to demonstrate the value of examining student 
retention in the local context of particular institutions and examining student writing as a data 
source to inform college retention efforts.  
Content analysis 
 The content analysis examines a large body of essays in two distinct components: a 
thematic analysis and a coping behavior analysis. Each component of the content analysis 
examines essays for specific characteristics. The thematic analysis considers themes observable 
in language in use and examines a subset of the essays. The coping behavior analysis examines 
language associated with designated coping behaviors, specifically those described in the Coping 
strategies inventory (Tobin, 2001). Both components are executed in keeping with principles set 
forward by Krippendorf (2013), whose approach to content analysis allows for examination of a 
large body of texts while still valuing the rich environments in which they were produced.  
Key Findings 
Both the thematic analysis and the coping behavior analysis demonstrate meaningful 
findings. Both analyses suggest that large numbers of students respond in keeping with 
expectations of the assignments. The coping behavior analysis also demonstrates that that trained 
coders are able to identify language associated with coping behaviors with accuracy. These 
findings suggest promise for utilizing the coping behavior catalog and for future analysis of the 
Common Reading essays at Thomas College for other variables identified in student retention 
literature.  
6 
 
RQ1: How do students constitute their identities as they describe themselves overcoming 
difficulties? 
In a surprising and interesting finding, students made extensive use of language 
associated with cognitive restructuring as they described themselves overcoming difficulties. In 
fact, language associated with cognitive restructuring appears in eighty-three percent (83%) of 
the essays in the study. While some of the pervasiveness of the language associated with 
cognitive restructuring can be attributed to the books assigned as part of the program, external 
circumstances, especially the use of mindfulness instruction and practices in secondary 
education, may also contribute. Regardless of what contributes to the pervasiveness, students 
utilize language associated with cognitive restructuring extensively as they constitute and 
negotiate their identities as coping individuals. Given this finding, college personnel, especially 
those serving at Thomas College, should be prepared to work with students familiar with 
cognitive restructuring, including those students who may have been exposed to a mechanistic 
approach by which students may describe themselves as thinking differently about the challenge 
without changing the deeper thought structures associated with the challenge.  
 The study also finds that language associated with other coping behaviors (expressing 
emotion and wishful thinking) varied between the two entering cohorts. These differences appear 
to be related to differences in the books and prompts assigned to each cohort. These differences 
in how students describe themselves suggest that the descriptions of overcoming difficulties in 
the books may be enabling and constraining student responses and available identities, perhaps 
because the students are negotiating their identities with the author or because they regard the 
authors’ writings as modeling (surrogate for what the College deems acceptable) and are 
negotiating their identities with real or imagined college personnel. These findings also serve to 
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highlight the importance of understanding the rhetorical resources provided by the prompts, as 
well as the constraints created by the prescription of the instructions. 
 Fundamentally, however, the findings demonstrate the complexities and richness of the 
ways students constitute their identities in the essays. Despite the brevity of the essays and the 
pervasiveness of language associated with cognitive restructuring, seventy-one percent (71%) of 
the essays included language associated with more than one coping behavior. While some 
statistically significant correlations between the designated coping behaviors are found, these 
relatively weak relationships highlight the varied nature of the ways in which students weave 
their stories of overcoming difficulties and, therefore, the ways in which they constitute their 
identities. Where these correlations can be found, however, they may serve to point toward 
interpenetration of frames, which is of interest to CTI scholars.  
RQ2: What relationships can be described between the ways in which students constitute 
their identities as overcoming difficulties and first year retention? 
The findings also demonstrate that students with differing retention risks as assessed by 
the College use language in the essays associated with differing designated coping strategies. 
Based on a student’s high school GPA, the College assigns each student to a retention risk level 
grouping. The analysis of variance reveals differences between the coping strategies identified in 
the essays of students in different retention risk levels, including expressing emotion, wishful 
thinking, and social withdrawal differs between these groups. Occurrences of express emotion 
and wishful thinking were identified more frequently in the essays of students assessed by the 
College as having more retention risk. Occurrences of social withdrawal were identified more 
frequently in the essays of students assessed by the College has having the least retention risk. 
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These findings point to differences in how students within the retention risk groups describe 
themselves as overcoming differences.  
That these differences are observable through an analysis of variance underscores the 
importance of understanding how students constitute their identities, not only in the context of 
the Common Reading Program, but in relation to each student’s respective background. This 
finding should remind college personnel in general, and those serving at Thomas College in 
particular, of the importance of understanding student behavior, or more accurately their 
descriptions of their behaviors, within the context of each student’s background and not to treat 
the behaviors or descriptions of behaviors as uniformly retention or attrition prone.  
The study does not find differences in student retention among engaged or disengaged 
coping practices. No one coping strategy was identified as mitigating student retention risk. Even 
when considering the context of a student’s background, no particular strategy or approach 
described in the study appeared to mitigate retention risk. Within the context of a student's 
background, some coping behaviors, including the engaged coping behavior of expressing 
emotions, were found to be associated with higher retention risk. These findings serve as a 
reminder that no one coping behavior will likely resolve student retention challenges for any 
particular student or any particular institution. That being said, the results should also be 
understood within the context of the limitations of the study, such that the study does not justify 
nor promotes abandoning programming to support coping behaviors among students.  
The thematic analysis demonstrates that students whose essays are associated with the 
athletics participation theme are more likely than their peers to be retained to the second year, 
suggesting more attention should be given to durable identities when deployed in the Common 
Reading essays. This association with first year retention stands in contrast with those of both the 
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relationship theme and the illness/injury theme. Students whose essays are associated with these 
themes are less likely than their peers to be retained to the second year of college. These findings 
indicate that the College may need to consider new or different ways to support students for 
whom relationships are described as central to overcoming difficulties and that the College 
should examine its support services for students experiencing mental and/or physical health 
challenges.  
Unanswered Questions and Future Directions 
While the study offers many insights into students’ descriptions of themselves 
overcoming difficulties, coping behaviors, and first year retention, it also leaves several 
questions for future consideration. For example, the content analysis cannot pinpoint which CTI 
frames hold the most promise for understanding and supporting student retention. A thematic 
analysis considering a different sample set and focusing on the correlations identified in this 
study may be able to explore these frames more effectively. Furthermore, the content analysis 
cannot identify the degree to which the coping behaviors described in the student essays are 
central to identity negotiation or to the identities that students are constituting. Moreover, the 
content analysis cannot explore the durability of the identities students constituted in their brief 
writing samples. These types of questions offer opportunities for additional research by 
communication scholars, especially related to identity, student writing, and student retention.  
For the findings of the current study to be actionable within the context of the Common 
Reading Program at Thomas College, several next steps should be considered. First, the findings 
should inform revision of the essay assignment. The revision should include changes to language 
about the caution about writing standards and should offer clarity as to the purpose and use of the 
essays. This revision should involve decisions by college personnel about the relationship 
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between the essays, assessment, and the first year seminar. Fundamentally, college personnel 
need to determine how and in what ways the interpellation of students through the assigned 
book, prompt, and essay is valuable and appropriate to the student. 
Furthermore, study findings indicate that college personnel responsible for supporting 
student retention would benefit from familiarity with how students describe coping behaviors in 
the Common Reading essays and the relationships between these descriptions, student academic 
backgrounds, and first year retention. Such information may be particularly helpful for college 
personnel who review students’ Common Reading essays. Despite the limitation of including 
only two entering cohorts, the study findings indicate that professional development and 
systematic communication with college personnel about the Common Reading Program and the 
student essays should be implemented. This exercise, at minimum, should serve to remind 
college personnel that the ways students describe themselves in the essays may not represent 
durable identities for the students and that statements made in the essays are not to be regarded 
as representative of particular students. While valuable, systematic communication would require 
ongoing maintenance and regular study of the essays, exercises that would also likely benefit 
college personnel and promote regular review of student support resources. Also based on 
findings from the study, the College should consider additional and ongoing analysis of the 
Common Reading essays, including employing coders who are not directly involved with the 
students but who can be trained to provide the type of information utilized in this study. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 As the demands for accountability and transparency in post-secondary education continue 
to increase, college student retention is frequently cited, debated and deployed to explain and to 
criticize post-secondary institutions across types, purposes, and selectivity. Despite the political 
landscape and combative discourse, college student retention is important to post-secondary 
institutions and to the students themselves. Retention refers to the continued enrollment of 
students at the same institution from one academic year to the next (IPEDS, n.d.). Post-secondary 
institutions report the rates at which they retain their students to the United States Department of 
Education as a requirement for distributing federal student aid. These reports are utilized by the 
Department and other organizations, such as US News and World Report, to both rate and rank 
post-secondary institutions. These types of public rankings are one of the concerns that motivate 
post-secondary institutions and other organizations to understand why students do not continue 
their educations or complete their degrees.  
Early scholarly work on student retention focused on demographic variables and 
academic histories of entering students as key contributors to student retention (Panos & Astin, 
1968). This work evolved into an approach that distills student retention and graduation to a 
series of formulas that utilize student academic history (such as high school GPA and SAT 
scores) to predict the likelihood that a student will be retained and graduated (Astin, 1997). Due, 
in part, to this type of approach and to the pressure of public rankings, many post-secondary 
institutions focus on recruiting and educating only those who meet narrow definitions of good 
prospects for graduation (Astin, 2016).  
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 This approach, however, has been criticized both by scholars and in the popular press, 
especially those who are concerned that post-secondary education should be a meritocracy 
offering social advancement. Instead, it appears to reinforce social class and privilege. The New 
York Times Magazine, for example, published a depiction of student retention revealing that, 
despite similar levels of academic preparation, students of color and students from low-income 
families are much less likely to earn degrees from any institution, including those that are 
awarded high public rankings (Tough, 2014). Some scholars have responded by turning their 
attention to other factors that may influence student retention and success, including 
psychosocial factors, such a student’s ability to cope.  
An emerging indication of this pivot from focusing on student academic histories to other 
factors is the growing interest among post-secondary institutions to understand their students 
within the local context of their institutional environments. As such an institution, Thomas 
College has a history of testing research findings based on national or multi-institutional studies 
within the context of the local institution to determine the best approaches to serve its students. 
These efforts, however, have largely followed the tradition of evaluating student academic 
histories for retention risks, a practice that includes findings that high school GPAs are the best 
predictors of student success, retention, and graduation at Thomas College (B. Ouellette, 
personal communication, May 20, 2018). Departing from this tradition, this study determined 
that more recent research linking student coping with retention should inform student support 
efforts at the College. This study examined student essays submitted as part of the College’s 
longstanding Common Reading Program.  
When viewed from a communication perspective, the essays are first regarded by this 
study as human behavior that is observable and describable (Fisher, 1978). In this study, the 
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essays are also regarded as language in use and, as such, should be understood as attempts to 
coordinate action and as meaning-making (Port, 2010; Worgan & Moore, 2010). The essays can 
also be understood as samples of student writing. Describing the essays as student writing allows 
the analysis to draw from a rich body of scholarly work, some of which is not frequently utilized 
by communication scholars.   
When writing, students prioritize adherence to expectations over meaning-making and 
negotiate what they write in unique ways (Prior, 1998). During these negotiations, for example, 
student writers draw on their experiences with writing as assessment and writing in response to 
prompts (Bawarshi, 2003). The writing prompts for the essays and the assigned books, therefore, 
are important elements of the environment of the essays, as they both enable and constrain 
student responses in the essays and serve to interpellate1 the students in particular ways.  
Prompts and other elements of student writing environments participate in and are 
utilized by the power relations of post-secondary institutions (Lillis, 2001). These power 
relations are experienced by and enforced on students through institutional practices (Lillis, 
2001). These practices, including instructional practices prioritizing compliance with 
expectations, position students at the fringe of the community and require that they demonstrate 
compliance with expectations to be fully included in the community (Lillis, 2001). These 
practices may include withholding continuation of more advanced study in a given curriculum 
until compliance is demonstrated. Fundamentally, these power relations set boundaries for who 
speaks, when, about what, and in what ways. Instructors and tutors who focus on correctness of 
 
1 See Althusser (1973). Althusser uses this term to mean a particular way of positioning, 
interpreting, and disciplining participants. The term should not be confused with the 
mathematical term for interpolation. 
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conventions dampen the rich understandings that non-traditional populations bring to student 
writing, forestalling full participation of these students in post-secondary education (Lea, 2004).  
Given the nature of the essays as personal narratives about coping that were elicited by 
writing prompts, identity and its representation are implicated in the study. Utilizing the 
Communication Theory of Identity maintains the communication focus of the project and aids in 
understanding the identities as they are represented in the essays.  
Student Retention 
College student attrition and retention has received substantial attention in both scholarly 
literature and the popular press. Seidman (2012) is an example of scholarly work that has found 
its way into popular press. Seidman’s work, building on a body of literature dating back to 
Astin’s work in the late 1960s (Panos & Astin, 1968), links the academic and social preparedness 
of students for post-secondary education with retention and proposes a system of predicting and 
mitigating student attrition. Building on this same scholarly tradition, Braxton and colleagues 
continue to emphasize the importance of data-informed practices and policies, especially at the 
state level, noting the complexities of post-secondary education access and persistence (Braxton 
et al., 2013). In addition, Perna and Jones (2013) point to misalignment of secondary and post-
secondary education systems, especially as related to preparing students effectively for this key 
transition.  
Much of this scholarly tradition focuses on how post-secondary institutions do or do not 
retain students, as well as the identification, evaluation, and implementation of best practices. 
Identification and alert efforts are intended to increase student success and degree completion 
(Campbell & Mislevy, 2013). For example, Arnold and Pistilli (2012) describe an alert and 
intervention system based on student grades in past courses and on other academic 
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characteristics, demographics, and current course-related effort. Scholars, however, are not the 
only participants involved with the development of these types of systems. For-profit 
organizations advertise products purporting to identify students who are not succeeding 
academically and to prompt staff with the response most likely to help the student recover. 
Products with names such as Starfish Student Retention Solutions by Hobsons and MyMajors by 
Private Label reveal the commercialization of these scholarly and societal concerns, which 
further complicates the landscape for post-secondary student success (MyMajors, n.d.; Starfish 
by Hobson, n.d.). The charged environment created by the incursion of for-profit organizations 
may be most observable in the merging of two of the larger for-profit organizations monetizing 
student retention solutions: RuffaloCODY and Noel Levitz merged to form Ruffalo Noel Levitz 
(Schaffhauser, 2014).  
Despite the claims of for-profit organizations that their products will increase student 
retention and success, scholars are far from unified about which academic characteristics are 
most likely to predict student success, retention, and graduation. For example, Lin, Yu, and Chen 
(2011) identify that among first year students at public, regional institutions, the size of high 
school graduating class, student gender, high school GPA, campus participation and 
employment, and residential status are predictive of retention or graduation. Further, Flanders 
(2015) links student retention to completion of gateway courses in the student’s selected major in 
the first semester. Other scholars identify the need to help students align their expectations of 
post-secondary education with the institutions they choose to attend (Pleitz, MacDougall, Terry, 
Buckley, & Campbell, 2015). These dueling studies suggest that students, as well as the 
institutional environments into which they enroll, are sufficiently diverse that—rather than 
simply assuming that what is demonstrated in these studies at these institutions is universally 
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true—post-secondary institutions should invest in understanding their enrolled students within 
the context of the local institutions. This emphasis on local investigation is promoted by Habley 
and McClanahan (2004). For-profit organizations also promote local investigation and offer to 
support it (Culver, 2008) 
The need for local investigation of student retention and success is no less great for 
Thomas College than any other institution. Thomas is a small, private, not-for-profit institution 
serving primarily undergraduate students. The College identifies almost two-thirds of entering 
students as first generation college students and almost half as meeting the US Department of 
Education definition of low-income. The College currently retains sixty-three percent (63%) and 
graduates forty-eight percent (46%) of fall entering students (Thomas College, n.d.). The College 
regards these student outcomes as in keeping with the vulnerable student populations the College 
serves, but also seeks opportunities to improve these outcomes  (B. Ouellette, personal 
communication, October 14, 2019).  
To this end, the College records a wide range of demographic variables to help 
understand why more students do not continue and complete their degrees. These variables 
include high school GPA, level of merit scholarship awarded at admission, gender, Pell 
eligibility status, first generation identification, SAT math and SAT verbal scores (if available), 
state residence, residency/commuter status, and intent to participate in specific co-curricular 
activities. The College has identified that high school GPA is the best predictor of student 
retention and graduation. The findings from the tracking of this variable since 2010 has helped to 
shape admissions and financial aid policies, as well as student support programming. Despite 
successes in these areas, the College has found that high school GPA is closely related to student 
retention and graduation (accounting for more than half of the variation in retention). 
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Nonetheless, the variable lacks explanatory power as to why students with similar 
academic profiles are not retained at the same rates. To understand if an explanation beyond the 
vagaries of individual student behavior can be found and, if it can, how to develop student 
support programming based on new insights, the College needs to develop new information 
beyond the current set of data points it records so carefully. This project contributes to these 
efforts and to the larger scholarly debate about student retention and success.  
Thomas is not alone in needing to look beyond demographic variables and student 
academic histories to understand student success and retention. Many scholars increasingly look 
to other student characteristics, yielding a growing body of research about the relationships 
between psychosocial factors and student retention. Emotional intelligence, for example, is a 
psychosocial factor that has been demonstrated as relevant for post-secondary student success 
(Goleman, 1995). That is, emotional intelligence has been found to be predictive of college 
graduation (Sparkman, Maulding, & Jalynn, 2012). Among the range of elements of emotional 
intelligence, self-efficacy and strengths awareness have also been linked with student success 
(Krumrei-Mancuso, Newton, Kim, & Wilcox, 2013; Soria & Stubblefield, 2015). A fundamental 
element of emotional intelligence is stress management (Goleman, 1995). Stress management, 
also referred to as coping, has been clearly linked to multiple positive outcomes at the post-
secondary level.  
Coping Practices 
Individual resilience or coping practices has shown explanatory promise, as demonstrated 
in the work of several scholars. Coping is described as the “use of cognitive and behavioral 
strategies for dealing with pressures, demands, and emotions involved in stressful situations” 
(Luyckx, Klimstra, Duriez, Schwartz, & Vanhalst, 2012, p. 1228). The work of scholars in this 
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field treats coping as developmental (Ding & Yang, 2013) and as something that can be 
influenced by institutional efforts (Earnest & Dwyer, 2010; Hartley & Phelps, 2012; Xuereb, 
2015). By describing coping as developmental, scholars indicate that it can be improved with 
effective attention and practice. When scholars describe coping as a behavior that can be 
influenced by institutional efforts, they suggest that through programming or other resources 
post-secondary institutions can help their students become more effective with coping. These 
two perspectives on coping suggest that it may hold promise as a site at which post-secondary 
institutions can effectively support their students.  
This promise is bolstered by studies linking coping styles or strategies and student 
success. Some research has linked specific coping strategies, notably planning and seeking social 
support, to self-efficacy (Devonport & Lane, 2006). Self-efficacy, then, is closely related to 
student success in coursework (Devonport & Lane, 2006). Other research considers how coping 
strategies, specifically dissociation, can have negative impacts on student success (Gipple, Lee, 
& Puig, 2006). Quan, Zhen, Yao, and Zhou (2014) find that student level of loneliness can 
trigger unproductive coping and minimize productive coping strategies, thereby, negatively 
affecting academic success or achievement in first year college students. Collectively, these 
studies demonstrate that effective coping can have a positive impact on student success and 
retention and that, conversely, ineffective coping can have a negative impact.  
The body of research about coping among college students offers some differentiated 
understandings of the relationship between coping and student success. For example, Welle and 
Graf (2011) demonstrate that effective coping strategies vary both by gender and by race. 
Galatzar-Levy, Burton, and Bonanno (2012) assert further that not only coping but flexibility in 
employing various coping strategies is related to student success. The outcomes of these studies 
19 
 
indicate that post-secondary institutions cannot rely on generalized coping programming to 
impact student retention and need to understand coping among students within the context of the 
local institution.  
Research at various institutions yields insights into the level of stress experienced by 
college students and catalogs the most frequently used coping strategies at those institutions, 
including seeking social support, relaxing activities, and physical activity (Pierceall & Keim, 
2007). This research into the specific coping strategies utilized by college students is so active 
and thorough-going that it extends to specialized student populations, such as students with 
documented chronic pain conditions (Firmin, Burger, Sherman, Grigsby, & Croft, 2011). In this 
same vein, Ekpenyong, Daniel, and Aribo (2013) found that students who engage in avoidance 
and religious coping strategies were more likely to develop disorders than students who utilize 
activity- or distraction-based strategies. Again, this research points to specific coping outcomes 
within particular institutional contexts, underscoring the importance of Thomas College 
examining coping and its relationship to student retention at the College.  
The scholarly literature on coping draws heavily on Folkman and Lazarus’s (1980) work 
identifying and refining a catalog of coping strategies, including designation as either problem-
focused or emotion-focused coping. Problem-focused coping strategies include changes that can 
be made in circumstances that may reduce an individual’s stress (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). 
Emotion-focused coping strategies include ways in which an individual may manage emotions to 
relieve stress when circumstances cannot be changed (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). Individuals 
may apply either problem-focused or emotion-focused strategies effectively or ineffectively. 
Coping is treated by Folkman and Lazarus (1980) as episodic. That is, a coping episode is 
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regarded as beginning when an individual experiences stress, then appraises the stress and the 
stressor, and concludes when he or she applies a coping strategy. 
Thomas College provides mental health and health services through which students can 
receive support for coping. Additionally, academic coaches, resident directors, and resident 
assistants provide support for students in solving particular problems, which is important in this 
context because problem solving is a coping strategy. Resident assistants and orientation leaders 
can provide social support, showing institutional emphasis on another identified coping strategy. 
Although these resources are consistently available to students, the College does not currently 
measure or study student coping. This project offers a way of measuring coping among entering 
students, extend the scholarly work about coping and student success and retention, and do so 
within the local context of Thomas College. Specifically, by examining essays in which students, 
in response to texts and prompts, describe what may be regarded as coping episodes, this 
analysis will offer insights into coping strategies described by entering Thomas College students 
and their relationship to subsequent student success and retention at the College.  
A number of inventories have been developed and validated to measure coping. For 
example, the Coping strategies inventory (Tobin, 2001) instructs individuals to consider a 
stressful situation they have experienced and to respond to inventory items with this situation in 
mind. Based on responses to inventory items, scorers categorize coping strategies described in 
the responses into eight scales: problem solving, cognitive restructuring, express emotions, social 
support, problem avoidance, wishful thinking, self criticism, and social withdrawal (Tobin, 
2001). While inventories such as this one have demonstrated validity and reliability, 
administering them to a large number of entering college students presents administrative 
challenges and may be perceived as an unwelcomed additional assessment or entrance 
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examination by the students. Given these challenges, the current project utilized descriptions of 
coping episodes that students provided as part of their first year experience at Thomas College 
through their Common Reading essays. In examining the essays, the study adopted a 
communication perspective. 
Communication Perspective 
 As the foregoing discussion demonstrates, student retention is a topic of both societal 
interest and scholarly exploration, and its importance at Thomas College. Scholars have explored 
it from a variety of disciplines ranging from sociology, psychology, education, and economics. 
Notably, and disappointingly, few studies approach student retention from a communication 
perspective. This lack of attention by communication scholars is concerning, given the clear 
implication of human communication in education, including post-secondary education. As an 
encouraging exception, McCroskey and Payne (1984) explored the relationship between one 
communication construct and student retention and success, specifically communication 
apprehension.  
McCroskey and Payne (1984) note that individuals with high communication 
apprehension “experience emotional distress during or [when] anticipating communication, 
prefer to avoid communication, and are perceived by others and themselves as less competent, 
skilled, and successful,” and the authors readily describe the intuitive relationships between 
communication apprehension and academic success (McCroskey & Payne, 1984, p. 101). 
Utilizing the Personal Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA) inventory, the authors 
demonstrate that students reporting higher levels of communication apprehension earned fewer 
credits per semester and lower GPAs. The findings were so compelling that the authors note that 
“at a minimum, communication professionals have some responsibility to help colleagues in 
22 
 
other fields become part of the solution rather than part of the problem,” carving out space in 
which communication scholars can support student success across departmental lines 
(McCroskey & Payne, 1984, p. 106). 
Although these findings were successfully replicated in a series of studies showing 
promise, other communication scholars have not pursued the relationship between 
communication constructs and student retention. Therefore, this project contributes to the larger 
body of communication scholarship and aspires to reintroduce interest in studying student 
success and retention among communication scholars.  
As indicated earlier, for this study, communication was regarded as human behavior that 
is observable and describable (Fisher, 1978). The key observable communication behavior was 
the language in use in the essays the students submitted as part of the Common Reading Program 
at Thomas College. Language is “one aspect of the intense interpersonal coordination behavior 
by humans” (Port, 2010, p. 305). Also of interest to this project were the books and assignments 
that elicit the student essays.  
By adopting this perspective, this project examined the ways in which students 
represented themselves as coping when they wrote essays in response to assignments soliciting 
coping-related narratives and the relationships of these descriptions of coping episodes to student 
success and retention. Because the students wrote the essays examined in the project as part of 
their initial college experience, student writing as a construct is implicated in the project. Further, 
because the students’ essays involve representing themselves, identity is also implicated in the 
project. These implications suggest these features of the environs of the essays may influence the 
student responses and that they warrant specific, focused attention. Therefore, scholarly literature 
about both student writing and identity informed the project’s communication perspective.  
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Student Writing 
Student writing has long been associated with success in post-secondary education.  
Burgess and Ivanič (2010) describe student writing as social and socializing practices that may 
be used as an institutional practice to execute a gatekeeper function. In an early example of 
scholarly attention to student writing and its socializing, gatekeeper function, Bartholomae 
(1986) explains that before students can write as part of an institutional assessment, they must 
first invent the community that is presenting that assessment. Bartholomae (1986) is responding 
to practices that treated of writing as a primarily cognitive task, ignoring the social tasks it also 
involves. Students’ experiences with post-secondary communities are likely limited. As a result, 
students engaging in this writing environment likely do not know the conventions of the 
community or the community's commonplaces (Bartholomae, 1986). Therefore, they must 
imagine these for themselves, drawing on past experiences with other communities. In response 
to these tensions, students may opt to provide responses that are comfortable or appear less risky 
for them (Bartholomae, 1986).  
The continued timeliness of Bartholomae’s observations is illustrated by the Common 
Reading Program’s assignment. In its self-description, the assignment purports to offer an 
“invitation to join our academic community of individuals who share and explore ideas with each 
other.” If the assignment is an invitation to such a community, little explicit guidance about how 
members of the community share ideas is offered as part of the assignment. Students may draw 
clues about ideas and ways to share ideas from the prompts that delineate narrow parameters to 
include stories of success.  
Bartholomae (1986) describes students and their writing as being "shut out" from the 
community that would provide them the commonplaces and ways of speaking that would allow 
them to participate in the community, until they can demonstrate they have discursive control 
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over the commonplaces. The prompts for the Common Reading Program may be taken by the 
students as guiding them to these commonplaces. In doing so, however, students may reasonably 
interpret that a commonplace at Thomas College is the use of “illustrations or examples from 
your life to support” claims. Illustrations to support claims operates as a commonplace; however, 
the prompt suggests to students that such illustrations should be drawn from personal experience 
and, in doing so, is suggesting to students that the College will place special value on their ability 
to draw such illustrations from their personal lives, a value that may not be reflected in their later 
coursework.   
The gatekeeper function of student writing precedes arrival of students on post-secondary 
campuses, as indicated in the use of writing assessments in secondary education and by 
organizations that claim to provide assessments that predict student readiness for post-secondary 
education (Jeffrey, 2009). While some institutions have adopted student writing placement 
approaches that reflect research-informed practices (Gere, Aull, Perales Escudero, Lancaster, & 
Vander Lei, 2013; Aull, 2015), these practices also serve to highlight the ongoing importance of 
student writing to success in post-secondary education.  
By treating student writing as a site of assessment, educational institutions utilize the 
derived outcomes of assessments to support the gatekeeper function. Jeffery’s (2009) review of 
the prompts and rubrics of multiple standardized writing assessments used in secondary 
education and college admissions suggests the frequency and regularity with which student 
writing serves as a site of assessment. Some of the examinations Jeffery reviews are 
administered annually by state departments of education. Others, such as the ACT or SAT, are 
administered more frequently and may be experienced by students as gateways from secondary 
to post-secondary education.  
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The Common Reading Program assignment shares several characteristics with the writing 
assessment prompts with which students have expensive experience. For example, the 
instructions direct students to “[w]rite at least 500 words” and advise students to “demonstrate 
[their] understanding of appropriate sentence structure, grammar, punctuation and word choice.” 
This type of directedness evokes the assessment frame and may contribute to students’ 
perception of assignment as an assessment. Having evoked the assessment frame, the instructions 
offer no explanation of the consequences for following or not following the directions.  
This tension between the evoked frame and the absence of stated consequence introduces 
ambiguity as to the role and purpose of the assignment for students. Students responding to the 
Common Reading Program assignment have been admitted to the College and typically receive 
the assigned book and the assignment at registration day events. The essays are not used for 
placement or admission decisions. Nonetheless, because the assignment shares characteristics 
with the assessment frame and clarification of their status at the College is not provided as part 
of the assignment, students may reasonably assume that the assignment is an assessment, perhaps 
an assessment of writing or perhaps an assessment of some unstated student characteristic. 
Without clear statement of the purpose of the assignment or the consequences associated with it, 
students may experience these essays as analogous to or as part of the series of assessments of 
the type Jeffery (2009) describes. Having so perceived them, students may, as described by 
Bartholomae (1986), choose safe or comfortable topics to address in the essays.  
Genre Demands 
Jeffery’s (2009) review of the writing assessments focuses on the “demand verbs” and 
the associated genre called for in the students’ written responses and evaluation rubrics and 
emphasizes the role of the prompt in student writing and student writing assessment (Jeffery, 
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2009, p. 7). From a genre approach, Bawarshi (2003) describes prompts as playing a “socializing 
function” for the students, requiring them to “situate and ‘invent’ themselves” and to respond 
from the assumed roles (p.130). Students, then, must interpret the prompt for the available or 
sanctioned responses and elect to provide such responses given the rhetorical resources available. 
Where the College is not clear in explaining the range of responses its community would 
welcome, students must use their prior experiences with educational institutions, feedback on 
previous writing assignments, and their working knowledge of the College before beginning to 
write their essays. This demand resonates with Bartholomae’s (1986) concern that students must 
invent the institution before responding to writing prompts.  
The genre demands are observable in the Thomas College Common Reading 
assignments, as demonstrated by the writing prompts from 2014 and 2015 assignments. Each 
assignment asks the student writers to write about an adverse experience from their personal 
lives by instructing the student writer, “For this writing option, identify…in your life.” The genre 
demanded in the assignments can be described as personal narrative.  
2014 
In An Invisible Thread, the author Laura Schroff offers some advice to Maurice about 
what to do when you are faced with adversity: some person or event in your life that 
threatens to “pull you off your course and derail your plans.” Shroff writes, “We talked 
about what it takes to stay on course in the face of adversity: focus, courage, 
perseverance” (152). For this writing option, identify a time in your life when 
someone or something threatened to pull you off your course. What challenge did you 
face, and how did you overcome it? Did you rely on focus, courage, perseverance, or a 
combination of all three?  
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2015 
In Dear Marcus, the author Jerry McGill notes that we will all face adversity at some 
point in our lives. He concludes that what is important is how we respond. “[A]t the end 
of the day all that will matter is that under the dense weight of what has occurred, when 
all was said and done, you had the strength and the fortitude to lift yourself up, open the 
door, and step out into the light”(163). For this writing option, identify a time in your 
life when you faced some kind of adversity, some kind of problem that McGill would call 
“the night.” What challenge did you face, and how did you overcome it? What kind of 
strength or fortitude did you need to call upon? How did you “step out into the light?” 
serves as an institutional practice that positions the students through the Common  
  
The prompts as presented to the students are written to elicit personal narratives. 
Specifically, the prompts are in keeping with those Jeffery categorized as eliciting narrative 
writing, utilizing demand verbs including “’write’ and ‘describe’….’experience’…or ‘a time’” 
(Jeffery, 2009, p. 10). Jeffrey (2009) notes that personal narrative is infrequently demanded in 
the writing assessment prompts he examined. That the prompts depart from more familiar 
demands in writing assessments introduces additional uncertainty for the students. Not only must 
they speculate about the commonplaces at the College and the purpose and consequences of the 
assignment, they must also write in compliance with conventions, and they must do so in a genre 
with which they may have limited experience in the secondary education environment. Despite 
this compounded uncertainty, the prompts, including the genre demand, serve to position the 
students within the institution.  
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Interpellation 
In keeping with student writing scholars’ observations and offered from a communication 
perspective, prompts can be understood to position student writers through interpellation. 
Interpellation describes the “hailing” of an individual in such a way that the individual is 
inscribed within a subject position and the range of potential responses of that individual are both 
enabled and constrained by that subject position (Althusser, 1971). When Bartholomae (1986) 
describes the importance of the social tasks associated with student writing and Bawarshi (2003) 
describes the social function of the prompt as both hailing individuals as student writers and as 
enabling and constraining their responses, these student writing scholars are clearly addressing 
interpellation.  
Interpellation and the social functions of prompts are observable in the Common Reading 
Program assignment. In addition to the ambiguities noted early associated with how the 
undescribed community to which the students have been invited shares ideas, the prompts, first, 
position the students as individuals who want to participate in this community. As it positions 
them as members of the College community, it also positions them as first year students taking 
first year seminar courses and, therefore, as new members of the community in need of 
structured guidance in their entrance to community. This positioning may contribute to 
additional uncertainty, because it suggests the students do not know the conventions of the 
community but should write as though they are fully participating members of the community.  
Bawarshi (2003) notes that students must interpret the social demand represented in the 
prompts, identify the rhetorical resources within the context of the prompt, and craft a response 
to the prompt that accounts for their constrained agency, including a determination of whether or 
not to resist the limitations prescribed in the prompt. As described earlier, the prompts demand 
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personal narratives from the students. The boundaries of the personal narratives demanded are 
prescribed in the Common Reading Program prompts. The prompts are notably restrictive, 
demanding not only personal narratives but personal narratives that are about overcoming 
difficulties in their lives. In addition to creating this demand for a very specific personal 
narrative, the prompts describe for the students what to include in the stories they will tell about 
themselves when directing the students to “think about the resources you called upon to help.” 
This type of specificity of what to include in the stories not only regulates the responses in the 
essays, it may further reinforce the assessment frame by creating a checklist of what will be 
regarded as satisfying the assignment.  
The prompts, in keeping with Bawarshi’s observations, provide rhetorical resources. 
Chief among the rhetorical resources provided in the prompts are quotes from the assigned 
books. The books are biographical or autobiographical accounts of individuals who have 
overcome difficulties. The quotes from the respective books each provide a metaphor of 
overcoming challenge: “staying on course” and “stepping into the light.” These metaphors 
describe challenge as coming from external to the author. The quotes provide characteristics of 
overcoming difficulties: focus, courage, perseverance from Schroff and strength and fortitude for 
McGill. Both prompts also direct the students to approach the planning of their essays by 
identifying a specific “challenge” and “resources…called upon for support.”  
With these resources available, the prompts require that students respond within the 
delimited boundaries. While the prompts do not suggest to the students that they should avoid 
any topics, given the environment surrounding the assignment, students may choose a narrow 
rhetorical range, as suggested by Bartholomae (1986), or a range of topics closely associated 
with the challenges described in the assigned books. Among the responses available to students 
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is to resist the demands of the prompts (Bawarshi, 2003). Such resistance may include not 
submitting an essay, not writing a personal narrative, or writing a personal narrative about 
something other than overcoming a difficulty. However, when students respond to the prompts 
by submitting essays, especially essays that include personal narratives about overcoming 
difficulties, the prompts may be regarded as interpellating the students.  
The power of interpellation is perhaps best described by Butler (1997) when she 
demonstrates how hate speech calls a subject position into existence and acts upon human 
individuals now subjugated through the language. In the same manner, Charland (1987) 
describes the constitution of the subject position peuple Québécois and how that constituted 
subject is both acted on and acts, both speaks and is spoken in the associated political discourses. 
The power of interpellation, then, is in its calling into being subject positions while providing 
and limiting the rhetorical resources of the very subject positions. Once subjected, individuals 
then embody the subject position and are acted on by institutional forces as embodying the 
subject position.  
That this type of power in human communication is exercised by writing prompts, 
including the Common Reading assignment as described earlier, suggests that that the writing 
prompts may play a role not only in the site of assessment, as demonstrated using Jeffery’s 
(2009) work, but also in treating student writers as subjects, specifically subjects that can be 
denied access to post-secondary education. As Burgess and Ivanič (2010) note, student writing 
may be used as an institutional practice to execute a gatekeeper function. The Thomas College 
Common Reading assignment should, therefore, be understood for how it hails the students and 
the student essays should be understood as resulting from and responding to such hailing.  
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The writing prompts not only serve to position student writers and demand particular 
types of responses, they also serve to privilege perspectives about the content of the responses. 
Responses available to the student writers are limited in part by what Bawarshi (2003) describes 
as the “negotiate[d] … sites of action” (p. 17). This description suggests tactics through which 
writing prompts perpetuate both the socializing and the gatekeeper functions of student writing. 
Within the sites of rhetorical action for student writers, prompts simultaneously describe the 
subject and “reflect and reinscribe desires and assumptions about the value and power” of the 
subject (p. 128). The cuing of students about what should be said about the topic and how it 
should be said is observable in the Common Reading Program through the assigned readings, the 
books themselves, and the summary of the book included in the prompts, as described above.  
The prompts appear to position the books as the starting points for the negotiation of the 
topics and direct how the topics should be addressed in the student essays through the quotes 
from the books and through the questions in the assignments. In other words, the books appear to 
students to privilege not only overcoming difficulties, but the ways of overcoming difficulties 
described by the authors. The prompts additionally appear to position the students as subjects, 
specifically coping subjects, subjects whose narratives should be about overcoming difficulties 
and should include instances of failure only in as much as those failures foreshadow future 
successes.  
Meaning-Making 
Beyond the prompts, perspectives from student writing scholars are also valuable in 
understanding the Common Reading student essays, especially given the ambiguity of the 
assignment in the student experience. As described earlier, the students receive the assignment 
during registration events on campus. They have been admitted to the College and have 
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committed to attending. The instructions advise the students that their faculty advisors and first 
year seminar instructors will read the essays, but do not otherwise explain the purpose of the 
assignment. Also as indicated earlier, the students may experience the assignment within the 
context of writing assessments, a context in which students may prioritize writing for compliance 
with conventions over other tasks in their essays and, as a result, deemphasize the meaning-
making task prominent in human communication.  
Jeffery (2009) observes that many of the writing assessments used by state departments 
of education are intended to evaluate curriculums, and that students are often asked to write 
responses to prompts with little or no explanation for the purpose or the audience of their 
responses. These institutional practices highlight how the site of assessment deemphasizes 
meaning-making in student writing. That is, student writing is distinct from writing in other 
environments, because the focus in the interaction often shifts from meaning-making to 
adherence to conventions. For the Common Reading Program, then, if students regard the 
assignment as one of a series of writing assessments in their educational experiences, the 
students may not prioritize making meaning in their essays, focusing instead on conforming to 
the expectations of the assignments.  
An alternative frame through which the students may attempt to make sense of the 
assignment is from their experiences with high school summer reading assignments or other 
coursework. This coursework frame may be drawn from experiences laden with negotiation that 
may also deemphasize meaning-making in writing and further articulate student writing with 
adherence to expectations. Prior (1998) observes within the context of disciplinarity that 
instructors intervene in the writing of students to align written products with instructor desires 
for project direction and content. These interventions, according to Prior (1998), often emphasize 
33 
 
a written product and instructor preferences, rather than the interactions and dialogues related to 
the writing. This type of feedback focuses on a product that will or will not gain approval of an 
instructor, rather than on shared meaning-making. The assignment for the Common Reading 
Program may reinforce the coursework association by stating that the essays will be read by the 
students’ first year seminar instructors. Compliance with expectations is also reinforced when the 
Common Reading Program writing assignments advise students that they “should demonstrate 
[their] understanding of appropriate sentence structure, grammar, punctuation and word choice.” 
These instructions highlight compliance with expectations and prioritize it in the student essays.  
In contrast to compliance with expectations, writing, when considered from a 
communication perspective, can be regarded as an attempt to coordinate action that is focused on 
meaning-making (Port, 2010; Worgan & Moore, 2010). The dissonance between writing as 
meaning-making and writing as adherence to expectations underscores that student writing is 
treated differently than other types of written communication acts. This dissonance also suggests 
that the implications of adherence to expectations need to be considered in understanding the 
essays. 
Power Relations and Student Writing 
Although the instructor role necessitates shaping student work, Lea (2004) expresses 
concerns that instructors respond to student writing in ways that do not focus on “students [as] 
active participants in meaning-making …. [and ignores] language, identity and the contested 
nature of knowledge” (p. 742). Such focus limits the participation of students in representing 
their knowledge and, therefore, in having their knowledge valued and included in communities 
that make up institutions of post-secondary education. In short, for Lea (2004), these institutional 
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practices limit student learning, the stated reason for their participation with institutions of post-
secondary education.   
In keeping with Lea’s concerns, Burgess and Ivanič (2010) characterize student writing 
as social practice, specifically social practice situated within institutions. Through writing and 
feedback on writing, students and instructors share an available social space important for 
developing identities (Burgess and Ivanič, 2010). In practice, then, student writing can be 
understood as demanding performances of identities, such that to respond to writing assignments 
students must first constitute themselves as students (Burgess and Ivanič, 2010). The particular 
ways students perform their identities as students is also influenced by student experiences and 
identities outside the institution and these performances and the constituted identities change 
over time (Burgess and Ivanič, 2010).  
In keeping with Lea’s (2004) concerns and Burgess and Ivanič’s (2010) description, 
Lillis (2001) examines the complex interaction between writing and identity and between 
knowledge and identity. These scholars argue that when students write in response to the 
requirements or requests of post-secondary institutions what is written and the act of writing 
itself both constitute and are constituted by the students’ identities. For the students responding 
to the Thomas College Common Reading assignment, the disconnect between the 
communication focus of meaning-making may create additional tension in the complex 
relationship between student writing and identity. This tension may be amplified given the 
ambiguous context of the assignment in the student experience.  
Lillis (2001) indicates that the students are aware that identity is observable in their 
writing and sometimes attempt to write in ways that hide their identities. She identifies, that 
students, as they write, draw on their past experiences and attempt to constitute their identities as 
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participants in post-secondary institutions (Lillis, 2001). As Bartholomae (1986) explains, in 
doing so, students are attempting to participate in a community to which they do not yet have full 
access. Similarly, Lillis (2001) describes “the institutional practice of mystery,” through which 
students are expected to know how to participate in discourses to which they do not have access 
and the institution does not provide meaningful and accessible explanations about the discourses 
(p. 161). When such explanations are provided, emphasis is often placed on compliance with 
expectations, deemphasizing the social act of writing (Lillis, 2001). These concerns about 
identity and power relations may also be amplified for the Common Reading assignment, 
because the range of potential consequences for responses (or the absence of response) in the 
essays is not fully explained as part of the assignment.  
These observations and concerns about student writing inform the examination of the 
Common Reading essays. The ways in which the student responses are both enabled and 
constrained by the prompts and the assigned texts are especially concerning given the power 
relationships that Lillis (2001) and Lea (2004) identify, including the power to grant or deny 
access to post-secondary education. This intersection between post-secondary education and 
power relationships is further complicated by the understanding of student writing as gatekeeper 
and site of assessment, and as constituting and constituted by identity.  
Because student writing is a key construct for this project and because identity is 
implicated in student writing and because the study adopted a communication perspective, 
identity was considered from a communication perspective. From this perspective, identity is 
regarded not as singular and unified and cannot be equated with an individual (Littlejohn & Foss, 
2009). Instead, an individual may perform or deploy “multiple and shifting identities… [which] 
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guide their thoughts and behaviors” (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009, p. 139-140). Rather than a unified 
self, identity is associated with expression and interaction. 
Communication scholars describe identity as “created through internalization and 
negotiation of ascribed identities by others” (Jung & Hecht, 2004, p. 266). This description 
builds on Goffman’s (1959) influential work that challenged the association of self with an 
integral psychological object and explored the relationship between identity and social 
interaction, such that individuals manage their identities both for themselves and for others by 
engaging in particular behaviors in particular circumstances. Ting-Toomey (1999) connected 
these performances and identity with social interactions, especially communication behaviors 
(Jung & Hecht, 2004). Ting-Toomey extended Goffman’s work by emphasizing the importance 
of social interaction in face and identity negotiation and positioning those negotiations in 
symbolic exchanges (Ting-Toomey, 1999).   
These characterizations of identity are in keeping with those of the student writing 
scholars noted above, especially Lillis (2001) and Burgess and Ivanič (2010). Both student 
writing and communication scholars build on Goffman’s work, especially his emphasis on social 
interaction. Both student writing and communication scholars emphasize the role of interaction 
in negotiating identity and regard identity work as observable through symbolic interactions.  
Communication Theory of Identity 
Building on Goffman’s emphasis on the role of social interaction for the self and Ting-
Toomey’s emphasis on communication behaviors, the Communication Theory of Identity (CTI) 
focuses on and explores the relationship between identity and interaction. Identity is “not a mere 
product of interaction” (Urban & Orbe, 2010, p. 305). Rather, communication is regarded as “the 
human condition that provides the experience of identity in the first place” (Hubler & Sherblom, 
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2014, p. 112). In other words, while communication both enables and influences identity, the 
relationship is so reflexive that identity also enables and influences communication (Jung & 
Hecht, 2004).  
This relationship highlights that CTI does not reject identity as situated within the 
individual. Rather, as Jung and Hecht (2004) observe, “CTI embraces both the individual and 
social relations as loci of identity” (p. 266). For scholars working with CTI, identity is not 
merely the sum or confluence of social interactions and relations, leaving space for individuals to 
engage actively in identity performances. This space is alluded to in the work of communication 
scholars studying identity gaps. For example, the personal-enacted identity gap is the difference 
between “an individual’s self-view and his or her identity as expressed in communication” (Jung 
& Hecht, 2008, p. 314). While scholars do not appear to speculate about how individuals make 
these choices apart from communication behaviors, they do describe the processes through 
which individuals do identity work.  
The processes involved in identity work rely on communication. Specifically, both 
internalization and negotiation take place in and through communication, such that identities are 
“asserted, defined and/or changed in mutual communication activities” (Jung & Hecht, 2004, p. 
266). When Maeda and Hecht (2012) provide the example of an internalization process of 
redefining a situation to cope with it, they describe it as “cognitive” (p. 59). Linking 
internalization with cognition implicates communication in that process, as emphasized in 
Hubler and Sherblom’s observation that the “internalized communication process forms the 
identity” (2014, p. 113).  
Similarly, negotiation, as a process in identity work, involves communication. As 
individuals interact, they negotiate their identities (Jung & Hecht, 2004). This negotiation may be 
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most observable through “messages that a person sends that express his or her identity” (Orbe, 
2004, p. 134). In Orbe’s work, for example, a first generation college student described a 
conversation with her mother about taking an ACT preparation course, asserting her identity as a 
student. When her mother expressed that the family could not afford the course and challenged 
the importance of doing well on the examination, she utilized messaging that the student 
perceived as reinforcing her identity as a specific kind of student, a marked student, a first 
generation student. For this student, her identity as a first generation student appears articulated 
with lack or inability.  
For some of the subjects in Orbe’s work, their identities as first generation college 
students were rooted in extensive histories of interactions, some, as noted in the example above, 
articulated with lack or inability. These histories become observable in Orbe’s work within the 
relational frame. One student noted that his identity as a first generation student was reinforced 
during trips home, because his church would take up special offerings for him (Orbe, 2004). For 
this student his identity as first generation appears articulated with pride in his home community. 
These types of reinforcements contribute to the durability of identities. Durable identities may 
result from a “pattern of these [identity] performances and the collective social responses to them 
over time” (p. 111).  
The reliance of durable identities on patterns and responses to those patterns is 
particularly important for understanding how students may represent themselves in the Common 
Reading essays. As noted in the discussion of student writing, those individuals writing the 
essays likely have extensive experiences with writing assessment and corrective feedback on 
their writing (Lillis, 2001). This feedback may shape their performances of identities within the 
context of the Common Reading essays. Lillis (2001) describes performances as shaped by 
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institutional practices, especially feedback that emphasizes compliance with convention. 
Similarly, Burgess and Ivanič (2010) note that writing assignments can be understood as 
demands for performances of identity. As students become habituated to responding by 
complying with convention, this habituated compliance may become part of durable identities, 
including their identities as students.  
While CTI notes that some identities become durable, it also emphasizes all identities are 
changeable. Heinz (2001) emphasizes, for example, the role of language, especially second 
language, in identity and how negotiated identities evolve with language acquisition. Similarly, 
Maeda and Hecht (2012) document shifts in self-descriptions from selfish to increasing comfort 
with their roles in a study of the evolving identities of always-single Japanese women. Their 
work emphasizes that identities can change over time without dysfunction (Maeda & Hecht, 
2012).  
The evolution of identities described by CTI scholars resonates with the characterization 
of coping as developmental, providing some promise that, regardless of the particular identities 
students evoke and constitute in the Common Reading essays, those identities may be available 
for change and that Thomas College may be able to support students as their identities as 
individuals who cope in productive ways evolve while in college and beyond. While negotiation 
and internalization appear to be implicated in the evolution of identity, as describe in CTI, the 
work also suggests some degree of agency. However, agency, its role, and its mechanism in 
evolution goes largely unexplored in the literature.  
In as much as identities are negotiated individually, they are also social in nature as they 
are often related to social roles (Jung & Hecht, 2004). These social roles are laden with expected 
behaviors that become internalized and habituated by individuals (Jung & Hecht, 2004). For 
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example, teachers are expected to demonstrate patience with their students. The ways in which 
individuals demonstrate patience may differ, but the practices of patience may become 
habituated in ways such that they become internalized in the individual’s performances of 
identities, even when not on duty as a teacher or after leaving teaching as a profession. The 
question of social role and identity has implications for the Common Reading essays, especially 
as described in the discussion of student writing and especially with regard to power relations 
and interpellation.   
CTI Frames 
To account for the complexities of identities as both communication and communicated, 
durable and changeable, and individual and social, CTI identifies four loci that are integrated 
relative to identity: “individual (self), communication, relationships, and society” (Jung & Hecht, 
2004, p. 266). These loci are accounted for by CTI through four frames: personal, relational, 
enacted, and communal (Jung & Hecht, 2004).  
The personal identity frame is described as “self-concept or self-images” (Jung & Hecht, 
2004, p. 266). Hecht (1993) characterizes the personal frame as constituted by “meanings 
attributed to the self as an object in a social situation… [and] ascribed to the self by others in the 
social world… [and that serve as] a source of expectations and motivations” (p. 79). In other 
words, the personal frame accounts for the negotiated ideas an individual holds about him/herself 
related to and deriving from social interactions. Urban and Orbe (2010) utilize the personal 
frame in exploring how immigrants to the United States constitute their identities as they 
describe their immigrant experiences. By examining how the individuals’ identities constitute 
and are constituted by their descriptions of their own experiences, Urban and Orbe (2010) 
demonstrate how utilizing the personal frame makes identity observable in communication.  
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The relational frame is described “as mutually constructed in interaction” (Maeda & 
Hecht, 2012, p. 47). Hecht (1993) describes the relational frame as accounting for identity as 
“emerg[ing] in relationship to other people . . . [as] enacted in relationships . . . [and developed 
by relationships] as social entities” (p. 80). The relational frame accounts for the negotiated ideas 
that are both ascribed to an individual and that an individual internalizes based on and through 
relationships (Jung & Hecht, 2004). Maeda and Hecht (2012) utilize the relational frame in 
exploring the identities of always-single Japanese women. The relational frame allows Maeda 
and Hecht (2012) to make observable in communication how these women who have not 
conformed to traditional roles through marriage relationships have begun to negotiate new and 
positive identities within their families.  
The enacted frame is described as “an individual’s performed or expressed identity” 
(Jung & Hecht, 2004, p. 266). The enacted frame characterizes identity as “emergent…enacted 
in social behavior and symbols…[and] hierarchically order[ed] in social roles” (Hecht, 1993, p. 
79). The enacted frame accounts for not merely the expressions of identities but the ways 
expressions of identities reflexively impact how individuals internalize identities (Hubler & 
Sherblom, 2014). Jung and Hecht (2008), for example, utilize the enacted frame as they explore 
the identity gaps of Korean Americans. They found that the gap involving the enacted frame had 
a stronger impact, suggesting that the feedback from communication triggers negotiation and 
internalization processes and, most relevantly here, that enactments are observable in 
communication.  
The communal frame describes identity as associated with “a characteristic of the group 
or collective” (Jung & Hecht, 2004, p. 267). Hecht (1993) describes the communal frame as 
accounting for “identities [that] emerge out of groups and networks” (p. 80). The communal 
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frame, then, accounts for those aspects of an individual’s negotiated identities that are influenced 
by their actual, perceived or ascribed association with groups. For example, scholars have 
utilized the communal frame in examining the constitution of Jewish American identity in the 
television show Northern Exposure (Hecht et al., 2002). The authors contrast identity 
represented in the television show with that described by surveyed Jewish Americans, finding a 
mixture of discomfort and pride when subjects corroborated clearly stereotypical representations 
in the television show. Despite respondent discomfort, the study demonstrates the value and the 
complexities of the communal frame for scholarly purposes and, in doing so, demonstrates how 
identity is observable with help from the communal frame.  
Gaps or Interpenetration of CTI Frames 
Although described discretely, the frames interact and overlap and are sometimes in 
tension with one another (Jung & Hecht, 2004). Jung and Hecht (2004) describe interactions 
between the frames of individuals’ identities as “interpenetration,” but the term should not be 
taken to mean that all interactions between frames results in or from conflict in the frames (p. 
267). Instead, interpenetration is understood as “dialectic tension” (Jung & Hecht, 2004, p. 268) 
and as “complex interweaving of identities expressing the nebulous and constantly evolving 
nature of identity” (Maeda & Hecht, 2012, p. 47). Tension between frames may also result in or 
from what Jung and Hecht (2008) describe as “gaps” (p. 315).  
Gaps are attributed to the communicative nature of identity, because “gaps occur in the 
process of or as a result of communication” (Jung & Hecht, 2008, p. 315). Each frame-to-frame 
tension can result in a corresponding gap. For example, if an individual’s identities as constituted 
through and in the relational frame are in tension with that individual’s identities as constituted 
through and in the enacted frame, scholars utilizing CTI would describe any resulting gap as a 
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relational-enacted gap. Jung and Hecht (2004) assert that gaps, as with other facets of identity, 
are constituted in and observable in communication. Therefore, any gaps will be observable 
through the language used in the Common Reading essays.  
For example, the personal-enacted gap is observable in communication “when identity is 
expressed in communication and diverges from the person’s own view of self” (Jung & Hecht, 
2008, p. 314). Each frame, as indicated by the studies employing them, can be used respectively 
to make identity work observable in communication. However, the studies also demonstrate the 
importance of considering this gap in particular. For example, the work of Urban and Orbe 
(2010) emphasizes that the contradiction between these two frames is observable in immigrants 
to the United States in their “negotiations of who they are and who they need to become to 
experience a degree of comfort and acceptance” (p. 308). Of particular interest in examining the 
Common Reading essays, Jung and Hecht (2008) associate the personal-enacted gap with coping 
in Korean immigrants, suggesting that identities as coping individuals may be observable 
through this gap. That both of these studies involve immigrants may also suggest that the frame 
may be useful in observing performed identities among transitioning groups, a characteristic 
these groups of immigrants appear to share with students beginning post-secondary education.  
The CTI gap construct has been used to analyze many forms of communication. Much of 
Jung and Hecht’s scholarship relies on inventories and focus groups (Hecht & Jung, 2008). Orbe 
(2004) also utilized focus groups. Other CTI studies have utilized transcripts of television shows 
and focus groups (Hecht et al., 2002). Yet others have conducted in-depth interviews (Urban & 
Orbe, 2010). These types of studies, admittedly, do not appear analogous with the plan to 
examine student essays.  
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Notably, however, in cases in which Jung and Hecht (2008) and Orbe (2004) utilize focus 
groups, their analyses draw on transcriptions of the focus groups. Similarly, the study involving 
Northern Exposure utilized transcriptions of both the television show and the focus groups. Most 
promising for the current study, Urban and Orbe’s (2010) analysis drew from transcriptions of 
immigrants’ responding to a prompt asking them for “a detailed description of a specific 
experience, interaction, relationship, or set of incidents (positive or negative) that best symbolize 
their experience as an immigrant” (p. 307). Because the prompt requests a specific example from 
the participant’s personal experience and the analysis utilizes transcriptions of the responses, this 
study is, in practice, analogous to examining how students constitute and make identities 
observable in their communication through their Common Reading essays.  
Research Questions 
 From a communication perspective, the student essays submitted as part of the Common 
Reading Program can be understood both as attempts to coordinate action and as meaning-
making in their own right. Understanding the essays as student writing provides a more nuanced 
understanding of that meaning-making as both constrained and enabled by the Common Reading 
texts and writing prompts, and as negotiated through the students’ experiences with writing as 
assessment and gatekeeper, and through their experiences with power relations in the College 
and other educational institutions. Understanding the essays as personal narratives about coping 
and, therefore, as representations and performances of identities as coping individuals further 
nuances the analysis of the essays as particular types of meaning-making and suggests that these 
identities as performed and represented can be examined and described. Specifically, the 
descriptions of these identities will be based on Tobin’s (2001) catalog of coping strategies. 
These descriptions can be related to current understandings about coping and to findings about 
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the relationships between coping and student retention. Through these synthesized 
understandings, this study answered two research questions: 
RQ1:  How do students constitute their identities as they describe themselves 
overcoming difficulties? 
RQ2:  What relationships can be described between the ways in which students 
constitute their identities as overcoming difficulties and first year retention? 
Results from these queries inform the current scholarly discussions about student retention and 
the Communication Theory of Identity. These results also allow Thomas College to identify a 
pattern of communication behaviors that would indicate supportive structures that could be 
developed in the interest of student success. Specifically, such structures may allow students to 
develop improved coping behaviors and better self-management, both of which have been linked 
to student retention and degree completion. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHOD 
 Answering the research questions necessitated two distinct but related approaches. A 
thematic analysis was best suited to observe and describe the ways in which student writers 
constituted their identities in the Common Reading essays. In contrast, identifying relationships 
between the ways in which students described themselves as overcoming difficulties and first 
year retention, necessitated an approach utilizing a recognized catalog of coping behaviors. 
Fortunately, content analysis allowed for and fostered both thematic analyses and studies 
utilizing established codes.  
By utilizing the findings of the thematic analysis, the ways in which students constituted 
their identities as coping individuals became observable through the language in use in the 
essays. The themes were drawn from students’ descriptions of themselves overcoming 
difficulties. By utilizing an established catalog of coping behaviors, the second portion of the 
content analysis ensured that a reasonable range of coping behaviors was considered for 
identification and included in a larger essay sample set.  
Utilizing a content analysis as the key approach in the study also ensured that the 
interpretation of the language in use in the submitted essays was informed by an understanding 
of the context of the student essays, including the writing prompts used to elicit the essays. The 
content analysis and the consideration of the rich context of the essays increased the potential 
value of the subsequent findings for both communication scholarship and for the students 
Thomas College serves.  
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Content Analysis  
Content analysis offers an approach to analyzing of a large body of texts that accounts for 
the complex contexts of the texts and for the differentiated context of the analysis (Krippendorf, 
2013). The goal of this content analysis was a more thorough understanding of the phenomenon 
of the Common Reading essays at Thomas College as related to student retention. Content 
analysis as an approach begins with the understanding that “all texts are produced and read by 
others and are expected to be significant to them, not just to the analyst” (p. 27). The analysis 
must consider not only the physical or digital text (i.e. words on the page) but must also 
understand how “individuals use various texts in their respective worlds” (p. 28). Content 
analysis, as an approach, acknowledges the role of interpretation both in the use of the texts 
within their contexts and in the analysis (Krippendorf, 2013). Content analysis allowed the 
project to respect and account for the contexts of the Common Reading essays, especially as 
student writing, and to examine the essays within an alternative context, specifically the context 
of the relationship between descriptions of coping behaviors and student retention.  
While content analysis can refer to a range of methodological practices, this project 
employed Krippendorf’s model of content analysis, as it offered a meaningful structure for 
examining the student essays in an effort to answer the research questions. Krippendorf 
described content analysis as “empirically grounded methodology, exploratory in process, and 
predictive or inferential in purpose” (p. 1). The potential of the approach to yield predictive or 
inferential analyses was particularly important for this project, given the importance of 
identifying which students may be more at-risk for departing from college before earning a 
degree and supporting them to possible degree completion.  
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The method is associated with early quantitative analyses of newspapers (and other 
media) and word frequencies, but Krippendorf (2013) emphasized the method as utilized to 
examine or explore a range of objects. Krippendorf (2013) described “texts as the by-products of 
ongoing conversations” (p. 77). When examining texts from this perspective, “content analyses 
are most successful when they focus on facts that are constituted in language, in the very texts 
that the content analyses are analyzing” (p. 78).  
The term content in the name of the method should not be taken to suggest that the 
method adopts the sender-message-receiver paradigm of communication. Rather, content can 
consist of “texts, images, and expressions that are created to be seen, read, interpreted, and acted 
on for their meanings” (p. xii). In short, the method is used to investigate content as something 
created and as something needing interpretation. The breadth of objects examined under the 
umbrella of content analysis as a method is striking. Larson and Rahn (2015), for example, 
utilized content analysis to study the teaching strategies employed in Sesame Street’s Word on 
the Street segment. The authors (Larson & Rahn, 2015) found that over seven seasons, the target 
words were clearly identifiable by difficulty tier and that instructional strategies were also 
identifiable. The authors expressed concern that certain teaching strategies were not frequently 
employed.  In contrast, King (2015) examined the visual images employed in printed educational 
materials given to cancer patients. In the over one hundred pamphlets examined in the study, 
almost nine hundred images were analyzed, especially for compliance with recommendations for 
use of visual images in patient education (King, 2015). These studies illustrate that content 
analysis can be used to examine a range of objects. What is clearly shared is that both of these 
analyses examined objects that require interpretation by their target audiences.  
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Krippendorf (2013) emphasized that researchers using the method need to be aware of 
the circumstances in and for which the content is created, as well as of their own circumstances 
in which they are conducting their analyses. For example, when Oleinik (2015) examined the 
convergence of themes in the public statements of the leaders of the United States, Canada, and 
Russia, he paid particular attention to themes related to the September 11 attacks and the 2008 
financial downturn, demonstrating sensitivity to the circumstances of the statements.  
Krippendorf (2013) identified four types of realities constituted in texts and available for 
consideration in a content analysis: attributions, social relationships, public behaviors, and 
institutional realities. He described attributions as ranging from attitudes and beliefs to 
competencies and belongingness, noting that “these facts cannot exist without language” 
(Krippendorf, 2013, p. 78). In Myers and Lin’s (2015) analysis of Tebowmania, the authors 
examined how the framing used in news coverage of Tim Tebow influenced public attitudes 
about him. This study illustrated how communication both influenced and is influenced by 
attitudes or beliefs. Similarly, a 2007 content analysis examined the types of appeals used in 
direct advertising for pharmaceuticals to understand how these advertisements influenced beliefs 
about the medications (Frosch, Krueger, Hornik, Cronholm, & Barg, 2007) 
Drawing on Bateson’s work, Krippendorf (2013) observed that social relationships are 
“constituted in how language is used and only secondarily in what is said” (p. 79). For example, 
Bie and Tang (2015) examined the treatment of autism in media in China. Their findings 
demonstrated that news stories about autism more frequently featured stories by family members 
than information from medical or science professionals (Bie & Tang, 2015). The authors 
concluded that this pattern demonstrated the positioning of autism as a family issue, rather than a 
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medical issue (Bie & Tang, 2015). This study demonstrated how social relations can be 
observable and examined through a content analysis.  
Public behaviors are regarded as those which are “observed and judged by others,” 
including, notably narratives (Krippendorf, 2013, p. 79). A 2009 content analysis examined how 
targeted messaging influenced risk-taking behaviors by adolescents using MySpace (Moreno, 
Parks, Zimmerman, Brito, & Christakis, 2009). Additionally, recent software promotions 
suggested that content analysis continues to be used in other social media platforms. For 
example, a company called Simply Measured offered software that purportedly conducts an 
automated content analysis of Facebook sites. This type of promoted software demonstrates the 
ability of content analysis to explore public behavior, including communication performed in 
social media platforms.  
Institutional realities are regarded as ranging from labeling of individuals by state 
agencies for the purpose of categorizing them to family interactions and organizational 
membership (Krippendorf, 2013). Krippendorf (2013) observed that successful analysis of texts 
produced when individuals engage “presupposes familiarity with, if not literacy in, the language 
of the analyzed texts… [including] vocabulary and subtle discursive conventions, including their 
own” (p. 80). Therefore, a productive content analysis of language used in interactions within an 
institution should be conducted by researchers with a working knowledge of the institution and 
the context of the interactions.  
In conducting a content analysis, Krippendorf (2013) noted that a researcher should begin 
by identifying a body of texts (or images or other artifacts of human communication) to be 
analyzed. The method is well-suited to analyses involving large bodies of content (Krippendorf, 
2013). Krippendorf’s model offered some guiding structure to the analysis: unit of analysis, 
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sampling unit, recording unit, and contributing conditions. With regard to unit of analysis, 
Krippendorf observed that it is typically characterized by “wholeness” and that “their boundaries 
[should] not overlap,” but also insisted on flexibility for the researcher in identifying the unit of 
analysis, contrasting the unit of analysis for content analysis of a political speech with that used 
by linguists to analyze political speech (p. 98).  
The sampling unit, for Krippendorf (2013), consisted of the subset of units of analysis 
established for the analysis. Researchers must decide if their projects are best suited to one of the 
nine types of sampling identified in Krippendorf (2013). In addition to frequently-used sampling 
units, such as random sampling, systematic sampling, and convenience sampling, Krippendorf 
(2013) recommended consideration of stratified sampling and relevance sampling. Stratified 
sampling draws an equal number of units from each category (such as those based on 
demographic information) relevant to the project (Krippendorf, 2013). For relevance sampling, 
the texts that are sampled include all units that are regarded as possibility yielding information 
relevant to the analysis.  
Krippendorf (2013) also described the importance of clearly identifying the recording 
unit of the project. Recording units represent the decision about what is to be coded in the text 
(Krippendorf, 2013). Recording units need to be described in a way that distinguish from one 
another without overlap (Krippendorf, 2013). Krippendorf (2013) cautions that many coding 
errors are caused by weak differentiation among recording units.  
Related to the question of recording units is who and how many individuals will serve as 
coders (marking the recording units in the samples). Krippendorf (2013) stopped short of 
recommending a specific number of coders, but the implication of the discussion about training 
coders was that researchers not using computers to auto-code the texts will employ human 
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coders. The coding decisions of the coders must agree, and this agreement must be reviewed to 
avoid the analysis of the coded texts yielding results based on these flaws. Krippendorf (2013) 
also recommended careful attention also be paid to the qualifications of the coders. He identified 
literacy as a basic qualification for coding when texts are involved (Krippendorf, 2013).  
An important feature of Krippendorf’s (2013) description of content analysis is that it not 
only allowed the analysis to account for complexities in the environment around the texts, but 
included a structure to account for them. Specifically, Krippendorf (2013) designated contextual 
factors that may impact the relationship being examined as contributing conditions. For the 
purposes of this project, the writing prompt to which students are asked to respond needed to be 
examined as a contributing condition.  
Content Analysis for Post-Secondary Assessment 
Content analysis has been used to explore a range of concepts in post-secondary 
education settings. Approaches included analyzing written responses of various lengths, some of 
which were briefer than the Common Reading essays produced by the students at Thomas 
College. The approaches also included analyses that code for a range of concepts. Specifically, 
content analysis has been used to explore writing samples for evidence of complex concepts. For 
example, a content analysis of written responses to a survey question embedded in assessment of 
third-year dentistry students following instruction that included description of a particular 
reflective model (Jonas-Dwyer, Abbott, & Boyd, 2012). These written responses were coded 
based on evidence of the type of reflection represented (Jonas-Dwyer, Abbott, & Boyd, 2012). 
The resulting analysis indicated that exposing students to reflective framework may foster more 
reflective practices (Jonas-Dwyer, Abbott, & Boyd, 2012). 
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In a similar project, Svenberg, Wahlqvist, and Mattsson (2007) studied how medical 
students reflect on patient interactions they regard as memorable. The authors found that student 
reflective writing makes observable what the students found as practical in their experiences and 
that these accounts of experiences served as teaching points for supervisors.  
Klemp (2010) also examined the utility of writing logs for reinforcing concepts taught 
prior to student teaching. Students were asked to write logs following field experiences in 
schools (Klemp, 2010). These written logs were coded for themes and for evidence of language 
related to key concepts (Klemp, 2010). The resulting analysis identified evidence of key 
concepts used in the writing logs (Klemp, 2010).  
Using portfolios of one-page student reflections collected throughout a semester, Jones, 
Simonds, and Hunt (2005) described the use of content analysis for assessment of student 
learning outcomes in communication courses. In a series of one-page essays, students described 
communication events that they had experienced (Jones, Simonds, & Hunt, 2005). In this study, 
essays were coded for type of communication event, course key concepts, and links between 
course key concepts (Jones, Simonds, & Hunt, 2005). This study demonstrated that a content 
analysis of student essays was useful for assessing some course objectives (Jones, Simonds, & 
Hunt, 2005).   
In another study employing content analysis to examine student writing samples, 
librarians introduced a research model to students given an assignment in an undergraduate 
course (Kracker & Wang, 2002). As part of a larger survey, students were asked to write a 
paragraph describing an experience of doing research for a paper, both before and after receiving 
library instruction (Kracker & Wang, 2002). The authors indicated that the paragraphs were 
coded for affective language and cognitive language (Kracker & Wang, 2002). The analysis 
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suggested that the presentation of the research model should address emotions students may 
experience and that student awareness of the final stage of research process needed to be 
addressed more clearly (Kracker & Wang, 2002).  
In a project that similarly examined student writing samples for representation of 
concepts addressed through direct instruction, Kratzke and Bertolo (2013) studied students’ 
perceptions of their cultural competence following a cross-cultural simulation. The reflective 
essays students wrote after the experience were first analyzed for themes, and, in a second step, 
the essays were coded for the themes (Kratzke & Bertolo, 2013). The analysis found that 
students expressed ethnocentrism regardless of race or ethnicity of respondents (Kratzke & 
Bertolo, 2013).  
Not all projects utilizing content analysis were involved with attempts to assess student 
learning. A recent content analysis explored the gap between student perceptions of retention 
strategies compared to the perceptions of campus leaders and other stakeholders (Guillory, 
2009). Oral and written responses to a questionnaire and to focus group prompts were coded for 
keywords and concepts (Guillory, 2009). The resulting analysis demonstrated that that students 
perceived some retention strategies as denigrating or belittling, and that institutional 
representatives were not aware of this perception. 
As has been demonstrated in this review of applications of content analysis regarding 
post-secondary education, the method has been used to assess both the impact of instruction and 
the perceptions of students. Furthermore, the method has been utilized to examine both relatively 
brief texts and large bodies of texts. Both of these observations underscore that the method was 
well-suited to the examination of the student essays from the Common Reading Program. 
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Common Reading Program Content Analysis 
The content analysis specific to the Common Reading Program at Thomas College was 
conducted in two distinctive components. One component of the content analysis focused on 
identifying themes in the essays submitted by students. For ease of reference, this component of 
the content analysis is referred to as the thematic analysis. The component of the content analysis 
utilizing a catalog of coping behaviors, also for ease of reference, is referred to as the coping 
behaviors analysis. Both analyses focused on identity as constituted in and by the student essays 
submitted as part of the Thomas College Common Reading Program and the relationship 
between these constituted identities and retention.  
Thomas College Common Reading Program Student Essays 
As part of the entering experience, each student at Thomas College is instructed to submit 
an essay in response to a common reading assignment, which typically is based on a biographical 
or autobiographical description of how an individual overcomes some type of difficulty. Students 
are asked to write brief essays of approximately 500 words in which they describe how they 
overcome their own difficulties. The context of these essays was examined as part of this project, 
but their treatment as predictors of student retention was the focus of the analysis. The College 
has a well-developed approach to retention prediction related to academic history, specifically 
high school GPA and class rank, but it does not have well-developed approaches for retention 
prediction associated with other factors. The Common Reading essays, when examined from a 
communication perspective, offered an opportunity for the College to understand retention 
beyond academic variables. The essays have not otherwise been used for data or analyzed. This 
project sought to observe student retention and attrition through a communication lens. Specially, 
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this project examined whether or not, and if so in what ways, statements made by students in 
their Common Reading essays indicate attrition-proneness or retention-proneness. 
Thematic Analysis 
Sample. A subset of essays submitted for the Common Reading Program and examined 
in the coping behaviors analysis were examined. The subset was drawn equally from both 
entering cohorts and from students who were retained and not retained at Thomas College. 
Analysis. For the purposes of this project, the unit of analysis was the student essays 
submitted in response to the Common Reading assignment. Essays were sorted by cohort year. 
For example, students entering in Fall 2014 submit their essays prior to the beginning of the fall 
semester. The essays submitted by this cohort of students will be considered the sample for 2014. 
The target of the project is to examine essays submitted by the entering cohorts from 2014 and 
2015.  
The recording unit was the emergent themes identified by reviewing the subset of essays. 
Of particular interest in this portion of the study was how the themes related to how students 
constitute their identities in the essays. These themes were identified in the course of the review 
and were not predicted as part of the project design. The themes were discrete but co-occurring.  
Procedure. All essays for each of the cohort years were digitalized and saved in PDF 
format. Names and other identifiers were removed from digital copies. Each essay was assigned 
a unique identification number. Only a key, held by the Thomas College Provost’s office, 
associated these identifiers with individually identifiable student information. Only the unique 
identification number for each essay was associated with the other student information necessary 
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for the retention analysis portion of the project. Further procedures for securing the essays and 
the sample will be described under the coping behaviors analysis.  
For the thematic analysis, all unique identification numbers assigned to the essays for this 
project were sorted by entering cohort and retention status. The unique identifiers for these 
respective groups, for example Fall 2014 entering students not retained to the second year, were 
entered into an Excel sheet. A randomizer formula (=RAND) was used to sort the unique 
identifier for each group. The first fifteen (15) unique identifiers listed after randomization of 
each group were selected for the thematic analysis. A total of sixty (60) essays were selected for 
the analysis. 
Each essay in each set was read by the researcher. After multiple readings, the researcher 
sought to identify themes within each set, developing a working list. This list focused on the 
central story each student was telling about him- or herself and how he or she was describing the 
challenge to be overcome. The researcher reviewed all essays for emergent themes. Having 
developed an initial list of very specific themes, such as baseball team, the list of emergent 
themes was grouped into larger themes, such as athletics. The essays were subsequently 
reviewed by the researcher for language associated with the list of themes.  
Frequencies and appearances of the themes in essays sampled in the thematic analysis 
were recorded, overall and for essays of students who were retained and those who were not 
retained to the second year at Thomas College. The frequencies were tested using chi-square 
analyses to determine if they were beyond chance. Those which were beyond chance were noted. 
Participants and confidentiality. Students whose essays were used in the project were 
regarded as participants, as they were with the coping behavior analysis portion of the project. 
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Also in keeping with the coping behavior analysis procedures, essays were referred to only by 
the unique identifying number assigned to them for this study. 
Benefits and risks. The participants in the project did not receive direct benefit. The 
project benefit, instead, accrues to future students of the College who will experience more 
effective support services based on the findings. The College benefits from the findings by more 
effectively serving students entering the College. 
 Risks to the participants were minimal and warranted given the benefits to future 
students. Students are alerted in the writing assignment that, at minimum, the Provost, their 
faculty advisor, and their first year seminar instructor will read their essays. They are instructed 
to contact the Vice President of Student Success for support in completing the project. The 
involvement of this range of individuals makes clear to the students that their essays are not 
confidential communication with the Provost. Further, during the project, the identities of the 
participants were kept confidential, minimizing the risk that a participant would be recognized. 
In no case did the researcher recognize the identity of a participant while reviewing the essays.  
Coping Behaviors Analysis 
Sample. The sample of student essays was be drawn from responses to the common read 
essay assignment. For the purposes of this project, the sampling of essays included all extant 
essays submitted within a cohort year in response to what is referred to in the writing prompt as 
“Option 1”. The sample excluded those essays written in response to the alternative writing 
prompt (typically designated “Option 2”).  
Given that the number of student essays was relatively small and because the essays have 
not been systematically explored in other ways, this project did not adopt a stratified sampling 
59 
 
approach, although the analysis included a comparison of essays written by students who 
persisted at the college with those written by students who did not persist at the college.  
Unit of analysis. The unit of analysis was the codes assigned to language associated with 
the catalog of coping behaviors in use in the student essay submitted in response to the Common 
Reading assignment. For this component of the content analysis, the recording unit was instances 
in the student essays in which students describe themselves as employing specific coping 
strategies. The codes were discrete but co-occurring. 
The categories of coping strategies were drawn from the Coping strategies inventory 
(Tobin, 2001). The Coping strategies inventory identified eight types of coping strategies: 
problem-solving, cognitive restructuring, express emotions, social support, problem avoidance, 
wishful thinking, self criticism, and social withdrawal (Tobin, 2001). These are regarded as the 
primary scales.  
The secondary scales (problem focused engagement, emotion focused engagement, 
problem focused disengagement, and emotion focused disengagement) are combined sets of the 
primary scales (Tobin, 2001). Problem focused engagement is a combination of problem solving 
and cognitive restructuring; emotion focused engagement is a combination of social support and 
express emotions; problem focused disengagement is a combination of problem avoidance and 
wishful thinking; and, emotion focused disengagement is a combination of social withdrawal and 
self-criticism (Tobin, 2001).  
Tobin’s (2001) tertiary scales (engagement and disengagement) are combined sets of the 
secondary scales. Engagement is a combination of problem focused engagement and emotion 
focused engagement (Tobin, 2001). Disengagement is a combination of problem focused 
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disengagement and emotion focused disengagement (Tobin, 2001). The relations of the primary, 
secondary, and tertiary scales are represented in Figure 3.1.  
Figure 3.1 Tobin’s Tertiary, Secondary and Primary Scales 
 
Coders and coder training. In this component of the content analysis, two individuals 
were identified as coders. Both were seniors in the undergraduate Psychology program at 
Thomas College, had completed that curriculum’s experimental design requirements, had 
cumulative grade point averages of 3.5 or higher, were trained peer tutors or peer mentors, and 
had existing ethics statements on file with the Student Success Division at Thomas College. 
They were compensated at a rate in keeping with the Maine minimum wage requirement. In 
addition to their existing Student Success confidentiality agreements, the coders signed ethics 
statements specific to this project and completed the online training required of the University of 
Maine Institutional Review Board. Three other individuals were invited to participate as coders 
but declined to participate.  
Engagement
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Engagement
Problem Solving
Cognitive Restructuring
Emotion-Focused 
Engagement
Social Support
Express Emotion
Disengagement
Problem-Focused 
Disengagement
Problem Avoidance
Wishful Thinking
Emotion-Focused 
Disengagement
Social Withdrawal
Self Criticism
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The coders were given contact information for the University of Maine faculty sponsor 
and the Thomas College Provost, in the event they identified a problem with the researcher. They 
were also given contact information for counseling services at Thomas College, so they could 
seek support if they experienced unusual stress or other challenges related to their participation 
in the project. 
During an initial training session, the researcher explained the project to the coders as an 
exploration of how students describe themselves in the Common Reading essays. A copy of the 
materials used during training is included in Appendix B. The researcher and the coders then 
reviewed codes based on the Coping strategies inventory, providing examples of the types of 
statements that may be coded for each designated coping strategy. This review included 
discussion of each code and question and answer opportunities for the coders. A series of twenty 
essays were used for practice and norming of the coders during a subsequent training session. 
These essays were drawn from a cohort year which was not otherwise used in the study. 
Coders were trained that should one of them recognize a student from an essay to notify 
the primary researcher immediately. The essay was removed from that coder’s set. Only one 
essay was removed from a coder’s set for this reason. Coders were also be trained to notify the 
primary researcher immediately if the contents of an essay indicate that a student may be in 
danger of harm to self or other. The risk that the coders would identify a threat to self or other 
was minimal, because essays were read by at least three faculty or staff members of the college 
as they were submitted each year and such incidents are regarded as rare. No such incidents were 
reported by either coder.    
When each coder indicated that she was ready to begin reviewing essays, the researcher 
demonstrated how to call up essays and mark language in ATLAS.ti, using the program’s coding 
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function. ATLAS.ti is a software package that allows for identifying common characteristics in a 
large number of documents. Coders used a dropdown menu of Tobin’s coping behaviors to mark 
language in each essay and could not added other codes. ATLAS.ti allowed for coders to indicate 
multiple instances in a single essay of language associated with coping behaviors. The coders 
could also determine that there were no instances. Coders reviewed essays only when the 
researcher was available for supervision. The researcher held the login information for access to 
both the ATLAS.ti data and digital copies of the essays, and coders could not access the essays 
without the researcher being present.  
The researcher assigned essays to each coder in sets of twenty-five. Each coder met with 
the researcher to summarize their experience, voice any concerns, and seek ongoing clarification 
before being assigned another set of essays. If the coder indicated that she found the essay too 
confusing to code, the researcher encouraged the coder to take a break from coding and moved 
the essay to the other coder’s set. While reviewing one of the essays, a coder recognized what 
she thought to be the essay of a peer. She did not code the essay, alerted the researcher, in 
keeping with her training, and essay was removed from her review set.  
When coders had questions about a portion of an essay or about the applicability of a 
code, they would ask for the researcher to clarify their options. For example, a coder asked the 
researcher to clarify if statements in one of the essays about prayer should be coded as wishful 
thinking as wishful thinking. As part of the clarification process, the researcher invited the 
second coder to join the discussion. The researcher emphasized that the coders should focus on 
the language in use in the essays. Because way the student’s description of prayer indicated that 
the student believed God to be an actual being with whom the student could interact through 
prayer, the coders and the researcher determined to code the statements as seeking social support. 
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The researcher added the clarification that statements about prayer that did not include 
descriptions of God as actual being should be considered wishful thinking. 
Procedure. As indicated earlier, all essays for each of the cohort years were digitalized 
and saved in PDF format. Names and other identifiers were removed from digital copies. Each 
essay was assigned a unique identification number. Only a key, held by the Thomas College 
provost’s office, linked these identifiers with the students’ personally identifiable information.  
The sample of all available essays in a cohort year responding to Option 1 were uploaded 
to ATLAS.ti. Essays responding to Option 2 were not uploaded as part of the sample. Essays in 
each cohort year were placed into randomly assigned sets of twenty.  
ATLAS.ti, one of two software packages identified as suited to content analysis 
(Krippendorf, 2013), was selected, because the software allowed the essays containing language 
associated with Tobin’s coping behavior catalog to be identified and marked, which streamlined 
the analysis once the essays were coded. Because the software allowed for development of 
unique codes for each analysis, the software allowed for the identification of the coping 
strategies discussed in Tobin (2001). Once essays were coded, ATLAS.ti allowed a download 
process for the quantitative representation of the coded information to link the coded information 
from the content analysis to be linked with the high school GPA and retention status information 
drawn from the Thomas College Student Information System. These combined datasets were 
analyzed using SPSS.  
An initial analysis used Cronbach’s alpha to test for internal consistency. Once an 
adequately strong Cronbach’s alpha was established, the research decision was made to continue 
with additional analyses to identify statistical relationships with first year retention. 
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 In addition to the codes recorded in ATLAS.ti, ATLAS.ti was used to report the 
frequencies of appearance of key terms, especially names of authors and titles of the assigned 
books.  
 Frequencies and percentages of essays with identified codes were recorded, overall and 
for essays of students who were retained and not retained. Spearman’s rho correlations were 
calculated for codes associated with Tobin’s primary, secondary, and tertiary scales. Correlations 
beyond chance were noted.  
 Differences between groups (entering class and retention risk level assigned by the 
College) were tested using an analysis of variance (ANOVA). ANOVAs were conducted for 
Tobin’s primary, secondary, and tertiary scales. Relationships beyond chance were noted. 
Percentages of appearance of the codes between essays for students in different retention risk 
levels were recorded to demonstrate distribution of the codes.   
Participants and confidentiality. Students whose essays were employed in the project 
were regarded as participants. As such, the confidentiality of their information was safeguarded. 
Student names and any other identifiers were removed from all digital copies of essays before 
they were uploaded to ATLAS.ti. A unique identifying number was assigned to each essay. 
These numbers were be linked with other relevant student information (retention, high school 
GPA) by a key that was held by the Provost’s office at Thomas College. The key was not broken 
during the analysis.  
Since the Provost’s office held the key, the researcher was blind to individual student 
identities, but was able to analyze student retention in relation to the findings of the content 
analysis. Each retention status and high school GPA for each participant was drawn from the 
Thomas College student information system and entered by sources not controlled by and in a 
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manner to which the researcher and the coders were blind (C.Rhoda, personal communication, 
July 17, 2019).  
The student information system is secured in keeping with federal requirements for 
managing student data.  Retention, as documented in the student information system, refered to 
the enrollment of a student in classes during the fall semester of academic year following their 
first matriculation as documented by the College’s registrar on the designated official enrollment 
date. High school GPA referred to a student’s unique cumulative grade point average at the time 
of application to the College and as represented on the student’s high school transcript submitted 
as part of the application process. This data point is entered into the College’s student 
information system by the student’s admissions counselor. Other than results from the content 
analysis, only data entered into the College’s student information system was used for the study.  
Benefits and risks. As with the thematic analysis, the participants in the project did not 
receive direct benefit, and the project benefit will accrued to the College and to future students of 
the college who will experience more effective support services based on the findings.  
 Also as with the thematic analysis, risks to the participants are minimal and warranted 
given the benefits to future students.  
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 
The research questions explore how students constitute their identities when they 
describe themselves as overcoming difficulties, and the relationships between the language in 
use in the essays and first year retention. As indicated in the discussion of method, the content 
analysis approached the set of essays in two ways: a thematic analysis of a subset of the essays 
and a coping behaviors analysis of the larger set of essays. The thematic analysis examined the 
ways in which students use language to constitute descriptions of themselves as overcoming 
difficulties and the relationship between the language in use in the essays and first year retention. 
The coping behaviors analysis examined the frequency with which students describe themselves 
in the essays as overcoming difficulties, the types of coping behaviors associated with these 
descriptions of themselves as overcoming difficulties, and the relationships between these 
identified coping behaviors and first year retention. Observing the essays from these discrete 
perspectives provides a more comprehensive understanding of the ways in which students 
constitute their identities as part of the Common Reading Program at Thomas College and, 
provides more comprehensive answers to the research questions. 
Essays included in the study are in response to prompts delivered to students as part of 
the Thomas College Common Reading Program. Consistencies can be identified in the 
administration of the program, including time of year of assignment, staff involved, and 
formatting and wording of prompts. Nonetheless, differences between the cohort years (2014 and 
2015) cannot be ignored. Complexities are introduced into the discourse environments by the 
change in the books and by shifts, therefore, in their related prompts. These differences are 
observable in the results of the analysis. 
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Thematic Analysis 
The thematic analysis portion of the study examines student essays, those written by 
retained students and those written by those who withdrew from Thomas College prior to the 
start of their second year. The essays included in the thematic analysis were specific to the subset 
Common Reading essays submitted to Thomas College by students entering in Fall 2014 and 
Fall 2015. Sixty (60) essays were included in the thematic analysis, all of which appearing to 
respond to Option 1 of their respective prompts. Thirty (30) of the essays were from students 
who were retained to the second year at Thomas College and thirty (30) were from students who 
were not retained to the second year. Fifteen (15) of the essays from students who were retained 
to the second year were from each of the two entering cohorts examined in the study. Fifteen 
(15) of the essays from students who were not retained to the second year were from each of the 
two entering cohorts examined in the study.  
Themes 
Five themes emerge from the examination of the student essays: participation in athletics, 
illness or injury, physical challenges, the importance of relationships, and challenge as coming 
from external source. Table 4.1 shows sample language in use from the student essays related to 
these themes. The excerpts from the essays are not edited and are presented as submitted by the 
students.  
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Table 4.1 Sample Language from Essays--Themes 
Theme Language in Essay 
Athletics 
participation 
It was my last year of playing high school basketball. 
Ive always wanted to be a pitcher because I absolutely love baseball and thats the 
primary position I had played other than playing first base.  
I began to realize that I was not the most skilled player anymore and I began to question 
why I played.  
Illness/injury After multiple bone scans, the doctors found small stress fractures in my shins.  
Both surgeries were on the same knee and same ligaments although the same surgery 
had more to repair. 
At the age of ten, I was diagnosed with Eosinophilic Fasciitis, a rare skin condition 
causing the skin to become tight and dry. 
Physical 
challenges 
Since a couple weeks before high school ended I felt like I wanted to change something 
about me so I would feel like a different person once I entered college. This something 
was my weight. 
The thing that killed me was I could walk fine with no pain. But it was when I got low 
in a defensive stance, or shuffled from side to side, where the pain would surge to that 
joint in pelvis and slow me down.  
12 year later, I got my black belt in Karate and Jujitsu. I was amazed to see the long 
lasting effects of my action.  
Importance of 
relationships 
I thought to myself turns out I do not hate Coach Sawyer. I mean I’ve known him since 
little league. He actually inspired me to become a better ball player. 
After that, I broke off the relationship with Nick because of his peer pressure on me and 
the negativity he brought into my life. 
My freshmen year I was inspired by the seniors who pushed me thought the hardest 
parts of my first season with the team.  
External 
challenge 
Soon enough I was falling far behind in school but still I tried.  
Unexpectedly, my senior year I did not make the team.  
I didn’t stand a chance, I mean who was I compared to the coaches daughter and her 
friends…It didn’t matter to her if other girls were more deserving of the position, they 
weren’t her daughter. 
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At least one theme was identified in fifty-seven (57) of the sixty (60) essays examined.  
Table 4.2 shows the frequencies of the identified themes. As was also found in the coping 
behavior analysis, more than one theme could be identified in some essays, as the essays include 
complex narratives. 
Table 4.2 Frequencies of Identified Themes 
Themes Frequency Percentage 
Athletics participation 23 38% 
Illness/injury 18 30% 
Physical challenge 15 25% 
Relationships 37 62% 
External challenge 48 80% 
 
Of the sixty (60) essays, twenty-three (23) included descriptions of participating in 
athletics. Participation in athletics was identified in the essays through description of a 
designated role on a particular team, including descriptions of themselves as pitchers on baseball 
or softball teams, or by accounts of challenge related to an activity associated with participation 
on a team, including disappointment at not making a team. Essays including language describing 
team sports, including cheerleading, are regarded as utilizing this theme. Students whose essays 
that included descriptions of participating in athletics were retained to the second year at seventy 
percent (70%), a rate in keeping with the first year retention rates for the Fall 2014 and Fall 2015 
entering cohorts.  
Eighteen (18) of the sixty (60) essays included descriptions of the injury or illness as 
central to the challenge represented in the essay. The descriptions included accounts of students’ 
own illness or injuries, including athletics-related injuries and mental health-related illnesses, as 
well as illness or injuries of others, including parents, grandparents, siblings, and friends. Essays 
including language describing injuries or illness, which including reference to an injury or illness 
by medical terms, such as leukemia, or by colloquial terms, such as “I hurt my knee,” are 
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regarded as utilizing this theme. Students whose essays included descriptions of illness or injury 
were retained to the second year at thirty-three percent (33%), a rate which is lower than the first 
year retention rates for the Fall 2014 and Fall 2015 entering cohorts. Five (5) of the essays in 
which students utilize the injury or illness theme also included participation in athletics. Students 
whose essays included both themes were retained to the second year at Thomas at eighty percent 
(80%). Of course, caution should be used in interpreting this intersection and any relationship to 
identity or retention, given the exceptionally small number of students whose essays fit into this 
category.  
Fifteen (15) of the sixty (60) included descriptions of physical challenge as central in the 
coping episode, as distinctive from emotional or mental challenges, based on the characterization 
of the challenge in the essay. These descriptions include accounts of injury when the challenge 
described in the essay focuses on overcoming a physical barrier, including recovering from 
surgery or concussion and accounts of illness when the illness is characterized in the essay as a 
physical challenge, including asthma. Other descriptions in this theme include weight loss. 
Students whose essays focused on physical challenge were retained to the second year at forty-
seven percent (47%), a rate which is lower than the first year retention rates for the Fall 2014 and 
Fall 2015 entering cohorts. Eight (8) of the fifteen (15) essays that focused on physical challenge 
in the coping episode also utilized participation in athletics. Students who utilize both physical 
challenge and participation in athletes were retained at fifty percent (50%), a rate which is lower 
than the first year retention rates for the Fall 2014 and Fall 2015 entering cohorts and lower than 
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the first year retention rate of students utilizing participation in athletics as a theme in their 
essays.  
Thirty-seven (37) of the sixty (60) essays included descriptions of relationships as central 
to the challenge or to overcoming the challenge in the coping episode. The descriptions include 
accounts of both supportive relationships, such as with an athletics coach or a friend, and 
relationships the students describe as difficult, such as with a parent or peer. Students whose 
essays included descriptions of relationships as central to the coping episode were retained to the 
second year at fifty-four (54%), a rate that is lower than the first year retention rates for the Fall 
2014 and Fall 2015 entering cohorts. As with the injury or illness theme, some students who 
utilize the relationship theme also utilize the participation in athletics theme. Fourteen (14) of the 
essays in which students utilize the relationship theme also included participation in athletics. 
Students whose essays included both themes were retained to the second year at Thomas at 
eighty-six percent (86%), a rate higher than the first year retention rates for the Fall 2014 and 
Fall 2015 entering cohorts. 
One theme identified in the thematic analysis of the study is identified in eighty percent 
(80%) of student essays: challenge as coming from external source. Challenge from external 
sources is identified in the essays through description of the challenge in the coping essays as 
something that happens to the student, not a challenge the student chose or a challenge the 
student created for him or herself. Students whose essays utilize challenge from external source 
were retained to the second year at Thomas at fifty (50%) percent, a rate that is lower than the 
first year retention rates for the Fall 2014 and Fall 2015 entering cohorts. 
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Chi-Square Tests 
A series of chi-square tests was used to examine the relationship between the themes and 
first year retention. A respective test was performed for each theme, because several essays 
contained more than one theme.  
The athletics participation theme was found to have a statistically significant relationship 
with first year retention (X2(4) = 117.7, p < 0.001), and the results of the tests are recorded in 
Table 4.3. 
Table 4.3 Chi-Square Test of Athletics Participation Theme 
 Value df p 
Pearson Chi-Square 117.692a 4 <.001 
Number of Cases 109   
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum 
expected count is 6. 
 
The illness theme was found to have a statistically significant relationship with first year 
retention (X2(4) = 115.1, p < 0.001), and the results of the tests are recorded in Table 4.4. 
Table 4.4 Chi-Square Test of Illness Theme 
 Value df p 
Pearson Chi-Square 115.062a 4 <.001 
Number of Cases 109  
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum  
expected count is 5. 
 
The physical challenge theme did not meet the assumption for the minimum number of 
expected cases and will not, therefore, be discussed. The results are reported in Table 4.5. 
Table 4.5 Chi-Square Test of Physical Challenge Theme 
 Value df p 
Pearson Chi-Square 109.333a 4 <.001 
Number of Cases 109   
a. 2 cells (22.2%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum 
expected count is 4. 
  
73 
 
The relationships theme found to have a statistically significant relationship with first 
year retention (X2(4) = 110.8, p < 0.001), and the results of the tests are recorded in Table 4.6. 
Table 4.6 Chi-Square Test of Relationships Theme 
 Value df p 
Pearson Chi-Square 110.819a 4 <.001 
Number of Cases 109   
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum 
expected count is 6. 
 
The external challenge theme did not meet the assumption for the minimum number of 
expected cases and will not, therefore, be discussed. The results are reported in Table 4.7. 
Table 4.7 Chi-Square Test of External Challenge Theme 
 Value df p 
Pearson Chi-Square 111.115a 4 <.001 
Number of Cases 109   
a. 2 cells (22.2%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum 
expected count is 3.72. 
 
 Three of the five chi-square tests demonstrated statistically significant relationships 
between the respective theme and first year retention. These three themes will be considered in 
the discussion. The two themes for which the chi-square tests did not demonstrate relationships 
with first year retention will not be considered in the discussion.  
In addition to the analysis of the essays, the thematic analysis also examined the prompts 
used as part of the Common Reading Program. The prompts importance of the prompts were 
established in the literature review.  
Coping Behaviors Analysis 
Whereas the thematic analysis identifies themes as observable in the subset of student 
essays, the coping behavior analysis considers language in use in the essays that can be 
associated with an existing catalog of coping behaviors. Tobin’s Coping Strategy Inventory 
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(2001) serves as the basis for coding the essays. The inventory identifies eight differentiated 
coping behaviors that are treated as primary scales in the inventory: cognitive restructuring, 
express emotions, problem avoidance, problem solving, self criticism, social support, social 
withdrawal, and wishful thinking (Tobin, 2001). Cognitive restructuring can be described as an 
individual thinking differently about their circumstances to manage them more effectively 
(Tobin, 2001). Problem avoidance can be described as ignoring the existence of the 
circumstances or their consequences, whereas problem solving can be described as an individual 
planning and acting to impact circumstances directly (Tobin, 2001). Self criticism can be 
described as an individual whose thoughts or actions focus on blaming him/herself (Tobin, 
2001). Social support can be described as identifying and engaging with another individual or 
group for the purpose of seeking assistance through stressful circumstances, whereas social 
withdrawal can be described as an individual isolating him/herself from others as a way of 
coping with stressful circumstances (Tobin, 2001). Wishful thinking can be described as hoping 
circumstances will change for the better without taking action to affect them and without 
thinking differently about them.  
Behaviors identified in the primary scales are combined into distinct secondary scales and 
tertiary scales. The secondary scales are problem-focused engagement, emotion-focused 
engagement, problem-focused disengagement, and emotion-focused disengagement. Problem-
focused engagement combines problem solving and cognitive restructuring; emotion-focused 
engagement combines social support and express emotions; problem-focused disengagement 
combines problem avoidance and wishful thinking; and, emotion-focused disengagement 
combines social withdrawal and self criticism (Tobin, 2001). The secondary scales combine to 
form tertiary scales: problem-focused engagement and emotion-focused engagement combined 
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become engagement, and problem-focused disengagement and emotion-focused disengagement 
combined become disengagement. 
The essays were analyzed using ATLAS.ti, a software package designed to identify 
commonalities in large bodies of documents. For this study, coders utilized ATLAS.ti to review 
redacted essays and to attach codes designated for Tobin’s primary scales (Tobin, 2001). 
Quantitative analysis of information drawn from ATLAS.ti was conducted in SPSS.  
A critical portion of the coping behavior analysis examines the relationship between 
essays identified with one of Tobin’s primary, secondary or tertiary scales, and first year 
retention at Thomas College. As described earlier, Thomas College currently practices a limited 
but valuable approach to identifying first year retention and graduation risk based primarily on 
high school GPA. Specifically, first year retention risk at Thomas College differs by identified 
ranges of high school GPAs. At Thomas College the following GPA ranges are identified as 
meaningfully different and predictive of first year retention at Thomas College: 1.00-2.09, 2.10-
2.39, 2.40-2.79, 2.80-3.19, 3.20-3.69, and 3.70-4.00 (B. Ouellette, personal communication, May 
20, 2018). 
Description of Essays 
Two-hundred and seventy-one (271) essays are included in the analysis: one-hundred and 
forty-three (143) from the 2014 entering cohort and one-hundred and twenty-eight (128) from 
the 2015 entering cohort. Students submitting essays were given two writing options each year. 
Essays appearing to respond to Option 1 were included in the study. Eighty-one percent (81%) of 
submitted essays appear to respond to Option 1. Essays appearing to respond to Option 2 are 
excluded from the study. The average number of words per essay is six-hundred and thirteen 
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(613), with a range from two-hundred and twenty-two and one-thousand, six hundred and 
twenty-three (222 to1,623). 
Essays included in the study from the 2014 entering cohort respond to a prompt involving 
An invisible thread: The true story of an 11-year old pan handler, busy sales executive, and an 
unlikely meeting with destiny by Laura Schroff: 
In An Invisible Thread, the author Laura Schroff offers some advice to Maurice about 
what to do when you are faced with adversity: some person or event in your life that 
threatens to “pull you off your course and derail your plans.” Shroff writes, “We talked 
about what it takes to stay on course in the face of adversity: focus, courage, 
perseverance” (152). For this writing option, identify a time in your life when someone or 
something threatened to pull you off your course. What challenge did you face, and how 
did you overcome it? Did you rely on focus, courage, perseverance, or a combination of 
all three?  
Essays included in the study from the 2015 entering cohort respond to a prompt involving Dear 
Marcus: A letter to the man who shot me by Jerry McGill: 
In Dear Marcus, the author Jerry McGill notes that we will all face adversity at some 
point in our lives. He concludes that what is important is how we respond. “[A]t the end 
of the day all that will matter is that under the dense weight of what has occurred, when 
all was said and done, you had the strength and the fortitude to lift yourself up, open the 
door, and step out into the light” (163). For this writing option, identify a time in your life 
when you faced some kind of adversity, some kind of problem that McGill would call 
“the night.” What challenge did you face, and how did you overcome it? What kind of 
strength or fortitude did you need to call upon? How did you “step out into the light?” 
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Thirty-four percent (34%) of the essays include the name of the book, and twenty-seven 
percent (27%) refer to the respective authors by name. Seventy-seven percent (77%) of essays 
utilize key terms from the related prompts. Key terms for the 2014 Common Reading prompt 
include adversity, off course, derail, on course, focus, courage, and perseverance. Key terms 
from the 2015 Common Reading prompt include adversity, strength, fortitude, light, and night.  
Coders identified language in the essays related to one of Tobin’s eight coping strategies 
(Tobin, 2001). The language may be a few words or may include multiple sentences. Table 4.8 
shows samples of language from the essays a coder identified as related to each of the coping 
behaviors. The excerpts from the essays are not edited and are presented as submitted by the 
students.   
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Table 4.8 Sample Language from Essays—Coping Behaviors  
Coping 
Strategy Language in Essay 
Cognitive 
Restructuring 
I focused on seeing my glass half full rather than half empty. 
Now looking back on it I do not regret it at all. In this year I feel like I have learned a lot 
about myself and I have come a long way from where I have been.  
As the years went on and I managed the team each year, I learned that managing wasn’t so 
back, especially my senior year where I had so much fun doing it.  
Express 
Emotions 
I spent a lot of the time we were talking just venting to him and releasing the stress and 
anxiety.  
I talked to people online, getting my anger out there, which made me feel better. 
I struggled the entire car ride to find the courage to say what I felt but eventually the words 
came out. 
Problem 
avoidance 
Up to this point, I had been convincing my parents that my grades weren’t as bad as they 
were, and they had taken my word for it.  
I just started making up reasons why I couldn’t hang out, like I wasn’t feeling good, or I 
had too much homework to do. 
My negligence and fear of dealing with my problem caused my depression to reach an all 
time high, or rather, an all time low.  
Problem 
Solving 
During my senior year of high school, I started to tend to my academics, never getting a 
grade lower than 80, finishing my online classes that I had slacked on in previous years, 
and also I attended a National Leadership Conference in Washington D.C. with my JMG 
class. 
I wrote her notes, visited her every day after school, invited her to “hang out”, and more. 
I set myself a goal: to show up early every practice to get extra swings in, and work harder 
during batting practice.  
Self 
Criticism 
I felt like I was letting myself down by not fulfilling my life long dream.  
I tried desperately to make my father love me, but I was just good enough.  
Then I turned to blaming myself for not being able to say goodbye to him.  
Social 
Support 
I got most of my support from my mother who continued to lead our family and face each 
day. 
I fell into a new crowd, a better crowd, filled with people who I looked to when I was 
struggling with homework, or an issue of moral. 
I was headed out of my course until I got help from people who I believed were bad but 
turned into good people. With the help of my friends, I overcame all these obstacles.  
Social 
Withdrawal 
I did everything I could to avoid going back to school, I didn’t want to see people and I 
truly dreaded the idea of hearing “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
Every times someone tried to have a conversation with me I would pretend like I was in a 
rush or I was too busy. 
I would spend the entire day after a loss not speaking to anyone. Just putting on my 
headphones trying to ignore the fact that everyone in the school was talking about how we 
lost by over 60 points.  
Wishful 
Thinking 
I just figured that if I were to go into tryouts and play then it would be easy just to play 
varsity. 
I always thought that maybe one day, one of my brothers or I might strike it rich and be 
able to get back the place we grew up in. 
I hoped my parents would rekindle their marriage so we could return to being the family I 
had always envisioned.  
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Inter-Rater Reliability 
Two coders evaluated the essays, neither of which were the researcher. Coder 1 served as the 
primary coder and coded seventh-one percent (71%) or one-hundred and ninety-three (193) of 
the two-hundred and seventy-one (271) essays in the project. Coder 2 served as a reliability 
check on Coder 1 and coded twenty-nine percent or seventy-eight (78) of the two-hundred and 
seventy-one (271) essays. The coders overlap with fifty (50) essays. As a measure of inter-rater 
reliability, Cronbach’s alpha is reported at 0.83, a level which indicates that the coders were 
coding essays with acceptable consistency.  
Frequencies and Percentages 
Among the two-hundred and seventy-one (271) essays in the study, two-hundred and 
thirty (230) or eighty-five percent (85%) contain language coders identified as related to at least 
one of the designated coping behaviors. The most frequently identified coping behavior 
identified in the essays is cognitive restructuring, appearing in one-hundred and ninety-one (191) 
or eighty-three percent (83%) of reviewed essays. The least frequently identified coping behavior 
is social withdrawal, with only thirteen (13) essays containing language identified with students 
describing themselves as withdrawing socially as a way of managing difficulties. Seventy-one 
percent (71%) of essays were identified as containing language related to more than one 
designated coping behavior. Table 4.9 shows the frequencies of identified coping behaviors.  
Table 4.9 Frequencies of Identified Coping Behaviors 
Coping Strategies Frequency Percentage 
Cognitive Restructuring 191 83% 
Social Support 120 44% 
Problem Solving 48 18% 
Self Criticism 33 12% 
Express Emotions 18 7% 
Problem Avoidance 15 6% 
Wishful Thinking 14 5% 
Social Withdrawal 13 5% 
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Frequencies for secondary and tertiary scales are shown in Table 4.10. Problem-focused 
engagement is the most frequently observed secondary scale, which reflects the representation of 
cognitive restructuring and contributes to the high degree of representation of Engagement 
coping in the tertiary scale. 
Table 4.10 Frequencies of Secondary and Tertiary Scales 
Secondary Scales Frequency Percentage 
  Problem-Focused Engagement  202 75% 
  Emotion-Focused Engagement 129 48% 
  Problem-Focused Disengagement 29 11% 
  Emotion-Focused Disengagement 43 16% 
Tertiary Scales   
  Engagement 226 83% 
  Disengagement 63 23% 
 
One-hundred and ninety-nine (199) essays were written by students who were retained to 
the second year at Thomas College, and seventy-two (72) by students who were not retained. 
Table 4.11 shows the frequencies with which essays are identified as containing language related 
to designated coping behaviors and the differences in frequencies between the retained and not 
retained groups. There are not meaningful differences between the frequencies of coping 
behaviors in the retained and not retained groups.  
Table 4.11 Frequencies of Codes in Essays from Student who were Retained or Not Retained 
 Retained Not Retained 
Primary Scales  Frequency Percentage Frequency  Percentage 
Cognitive Restructuring 143 72% 48 67% 
Social Support 84 42% 36 50% 
Problem Solving 38 19% 10 14% 
Self Criticism 22 11% 11 15% 
Express Emotions 12 6% 6 8% 
Problem Avoidance 10 5% 5 7% 
Wishful Thinking 10 5% 4 7% 
Social Withdrawal 8 4% 5 7% 
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Spearman’s Rho Correlations 
The pervasiveness of cognitive restructuring in the essays raises the question of 
interactions between the coping behaviors. Spearman’s rho (rs) correlations demonstrate 
relationships between the identified coping behaviors in the students’ essay. Table 4.12 captures 
these relationships and their significance levels. Three statistically significant relationships are 
identified: express emotions and wishful thinking (rs = 0.21, p < 0.01), problem avoidance and 
self criticism (rs = 0.16, p < 0.01), and problem solving and social withdraw (rs = 0.17, p < 0.01). 
Table 4.12 Spearman’s Rho Correlations of Primary Scales 
Primary Scale  CR EE PA PS SC SS SW WT 
Cognitive Restructuring  
(CR) 
rs 1.000 .043 .086 .067 .018 .105 -.006 .115 
p . .484 .158 .271 .764 .086 .920 .060 
Express Emotions  
(EE) 
rs  1.000 .000 .070 -.054 .031 -.060 .206 
p  . .997 .249 .376 .615 .326 .001 
Problem Avoidance  
(PA) 
rs   1.000 .057 .157 .044 .097 -.056 
p   . .352 .010 .470 .112 .354 
Problem Solving  
(PS) 
rs    1.000 -.025 .015 .167 .023 
p    . .682 .812 .006 .710 
Self Criticism  
(SC) 
rs     1.000 .054 .075 .066 
p     . .374 .220 .279 
Social Support  
(SS) 
rs      1.000 .043 -.074 
p      . .479 .226 
Social Withdrawal  
(SW) 
rs       1.000 -.052 
p       . .390 
Wishful Thinking  
(WT) 
rs        1.000 
p        . 
N = 271; shading: p<0.01 
 
Spearman’s rho correlations also demonstrate statistically significant relationships for the 
secondary and tertiary scales. Table 4.13 shows the relationships between secondary scales. 
Statistically significant relationships are identified between problem-focused engagement and 
emotion-focused engagement (rs = 0.15, p < 0.05), between problem-focused engagement and 
problem-focused disengagement (rs = 0.12, p < 0.05), and between problem-focused 
disengagement and emotion-focused disengagement (rs = 0.14, p < 0.05) 
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Table 4.13 Spearman’s Rho Correlations of Secondary Scales 
Secondary Scale  PFE EFE PFD EFD 
Problem-Focused Engagement  
(PFE) 
rs 1.000 .150 .120 .045 
p . .013 .048 .459 
Emotion-Focused Engagement  
(EFE) 
rs  1.000 .029 .031 
p  . .640 .612 
Problem-Focused Disengagement 
(PFD) 
rs   1.000 .144 
p   . .018 
Emotion-Focused Disengagement 
(EFD) 
rs    1.000 
p    . 
N=271; shading: p<0.05 
 
Table 4.14 shows the relationships between the tertiary scales. A statistically significant 
relationship is identified between the engagement and the disengagement scales (rs = 0.13, p < 
0.05). 
Table 4.14 Spearman’s Rho Correlations of Tertiary Scales 
Tertiary Scale  Engagement Disengagement 
Engagement rs 1.000 .128 
 p . .035 
Disengagement rs  1.000 
 p  . 
N=271; shading: p<0.05 
 
Analysis of Variance 
As noted earlier, the body of essays is drawn from two different entering cohorts (2014 
and 2015, respectively), cohorts to whom different books had been assigned for the Common 
Reading Program and to whom different prompts had been given. Also as noted earlier, retention 
risk at Thomas College is assessed using high school GPA ranges, which are ranked 1 (low 
retention risk) to 6 (high retention risk). A two-way analysis of variance with entering class 
(2014 and 2015) and retention risk level (1-6) controls for differences in the books read and 
prompts given and tests the effect of retention risk in the analysis. Table 4.15 shows the effects 
of entering class, retention risk level, and retention risk level by entering class on Tobin’s 
primary scales. 
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Table 4.15 Analysis of Variance of Primary Scales 
Source Dependent Variable 
Sum of 
Squares df 
Mean 
Square F p 
Entering Class 
   2014, 2015 
Cognitive restructuring .123 1 .123 .586 .445 
Express emotions .610 1 .610 10.305 .001 
Problem avoidance .019 1 .019 .365 .546 
Problem solving .175 1 .175 1.228 .269 
Self criticism .018 1 .018 .173 .678 
Social support .826 1 .826 3.556 .060 
Social withdrawal .049 1 .049 1.225 .269 
Wishful thinking .356 1 .356 8.404 .004 
Retention Risk  
   1= low risk  
   6= high risk 
Cognitive restructuring 1.262 5 .252 1.204 .307 
Express emotions 1.087 5 .217 3.671 .003 
Problem avoidance .122 5 .024 .457 .808 
Problem solving .549 5 .110 .770 .572 
Self criticism .391 5 .078 .742 .592 
Social support 1.987 5 .397 1.711 .132 
Social withdrawal .724 5 .145 3.610 .004 
Wishful thinking .918 5 .184 4.335 .001 
Retention Risk by 
Entering Class 
Cognitive restructuring .636 5 .127 .607 .694 
Express emotions 1.089 5 .218 3.679 .003 
Problem avoidance .228 5 .046 .856 .512 
Problem solving 1.325 5 .265 1.859 .102 
Self criticism .416 5 .083 .791 .557 
Social support .751 5 .150 .646 .664 
Social withdrawal 1.027 5 .205 5.120 .001 
Wishful thinking 1.029 5 .206 4.857 .001 
Error Cognitive restructuring 54.072 258 .210   
Express emotions 15.278 258 .059   
Problem avoidance 13.739 258 .053   
Problem solving 36.784 258 .143   
Self criticism 27.166 258 .105   
Social support 59.934 258 .232   
Social withdrawal 10.355 258 .040   
Wishful thinking 10.928 258 .042   
Total   269    
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Statistically significant effects for entering class include express emotion, F(1,258) = 
10.31, p = 0.01, and wishful thinking, F(1,258) = 8.4, p = 0.04. Non-significant effects for 
entering class include cognitive restructuring, F(1,258) = 0.59, p = 0.45, problem avoidance, 
F(1,258) = 0.37, p = 0.55, problem solving, F(1,258) = 1.23, p = 0.27, self criticism, F(1,258) = 
0.17, p = 0.68, social support, F(1,258) = 3.56, p = 0.06, and social withdrawal, F(1,258) = 1.23, 
p = 0.27. 
Statistically significant effects for retention risk level are in keeping with those for 
entering class. These statistically significant effects include express emotion, F(5,258) = 3.67, p 
= 0.03, social withdrawal, F(5,258) = 3.61, p = 0.04, and wishful thinking, F(5,258) = 4.34, p = 
0.01. Non-significant effects for retention risk level include cognitive restructuring, F(5,258) = 
1.20, p = 0.31, problem avoidance, F(5,258) = 0.46, p = 0.81, problem solving, F(5,258) = 0.77, 
p = 0.57, self criticism, F(5,258) = 0.74, p = 0.59, and social support, F(5,258) = 1.71, p = 0.13. 
The interaction between retention risk level and entering class also yields statistically 
significant effects. These statistically significant effects include express emotion, F(5,258) = 
3.68, p = 0.03, social withdrawal, F(11,258) = 5.12, p < 0.01, and wishful thinking, F(5,258) = 
4.86, p < 0.01. Non-significant effects for retention risk by entering class include cognitive 
restructuring, F(5,258) = 0.61, p = 0.69, problem avoidance, F(5,258) = 0.86, p = 0.51, problem 
solving, F(5,258) = 1.86, p = 0.10, self criticism, F(5,258) = 0.79, p = 0.56, and social support, 
F(5,258) = 0.65, p = 0.66.  
As indicated earlier, Tobin’s primary scales are combined in a particular manner as 
secondary scales. Table 4.16 shows the effects of entering class, retention risk level, and 
retention risk level by entering class on Tobin’s secondary scales.  
  
85 
 
Table 4.16 Analysis of Variance of Secondary Scales 
Source Dependent Variables 
Sum of 
Squares df 
Mean 
Square F p 
Entering Class 
   2014, 2015 
Problem-Focused Engagement .084 1 .084 .440 .508 
Emotion-Focused Engagement 2.346 1 2.346 9.896 .002 
Problem-Focused Disengagement .209 1 .209 2.320 .129 
Emotion-Focused Disengagement .079 1 .079 .628 .429 
Retention Risk  
   1= low risk  
   6= high risk 
Problem-Focused Engagement 1.073 5 .215 1.118 .351 
Emotion-Focused Engagement 1.111 5 .222 .938 .457 
Problem-Focused Disengagement 1.207 5 .241 2.679 .022 
Emotion-Focused Disengagement 1.508 5 .302 2.391 .038 
Retention Risk by  
Entering Class 
Problem-Focused Engagement .573 5 .115 .597 .703 
Emotion-Focused Engagement 1.333 5 .267 1.125 .347 
Problem-Focused Disengagement .888 5 .178 1.970 .083 
Emotion-Focused Disengagement .899 5 .180 1.425 .215 
Error Problem-Focused Engagement 49.538 258 .192 
Emotion-Focused Engagement 61.150 258 .237 
Problem-Focused Disengagement 23.247 258 .090 
Emotion-Focused Disengagement 32.550 258 .126 
Total   269 
 
Statistically significant effects are observable for entering class on emotion-focused 
engagement, F(1,258) = 9.90, p = 0.02, which, as noted earlier is a combination of express 
emotion and social support. Non-significant effects include problem-focused engagement, 
F(1,258) = 0.44, p = 0.51, problem-focused disengagement, F(1,258) = 2.32, p = 0.13, and 
emotion-focused disengagement, F(1,258) = 0.63, p = 0.43.  
Statistically significant effects are observable for retention risk level on problem-focused 
disengagement, F(5,258) = 2.68, p = 0.02, and on emotion-focused disengagement, F(5,258) = 
2.39, p = 0.04. Problem-focused disengagement is a combination of problem avoidance and 
wishful thinking (Tobin, 2001). Emotion-focused disengagement is a combination of social 
withdrawal and self criticism (Tobin, 2001). Non-significant effects include problem-focused 
engagement, F(1,258) = 1.12, p = 0.35, emotion-focused engagement, F(1,258) = 0.94, p = 0.46. 
No statistically significant effects are observable for retention risk by entering class on 
any of Tobin’s secondary scales. Non-significant effects for the engagement scales include 
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problem-focused engagement, F(1,258) = 0.60, p = 0.70, and emotion-focused engagement, 
F(1,258) = 1.13, p = 0.35. Non-significant effects for the disengagement scales include problem-
focused disengagement, F(1,258) = 1.97, p = 0.08, and emotion-focused disengagement, 
F(1,258) = 1.43, p = 0.22. 
Table 4.17 shows the effects of entering class, retention risk level, and retention risk level 
by entering class on Tobin’s tertiary scales. No statistically significant effects are observable for 
entering class. These non-significant effects include engagement, F(5,258) = 1.55, p = 0.22, and 
disengagement, F(5,258) = 2.56, p = 0.11.  
Table 4.17 Analysis of Variance of Tertiary Scales 
Source Dependent Variable 
Sum of  
Squares df 
Mean 
Square F p 
Entering Class 
   2014, 2015 
Engagement .216 1 .216 1.546 .215 
Disengagement .439 1 .439 2.561 .111 
Retention Risk  
   1= low , 6= high risk 
Engagement .616 5 .123 .881 .494 
Disengagement 2.675 5 .535 3.124 .009 
Entering Risk by  
Entering Class 
Engagement .516 5 .103 .739 .595 
Disengagement 1.113 5 .223 1.300 .264 
Error Engagement 36.084 258 .140 
Disengagement 44.182 258 .171 
Total   269 
 
One statistically significant effect is observable for retention risk level, specifically on 
disengagement, F(5,258) = 3.12, p = 0.009. As noted earlier, disengagement is a combination of 
problem avoidance, wishful thinking, social withdrawal, and self criticism. The effect on 
engagement is not significant, F(5,258) = 0.88, p = 0.49.   
No statistically significant effects are observable for retention risk by entering class. Effects were 
measured on both the engagement and disengagement tertiary scales. These non-significant 
effects include engagement, F(5,258) = 0.74, p = 0.60, and disengagement, F(5,258) = 1.30, p = 
0.26. 
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The occurrences of codes associated with Tobin’s primary, secondary, and tertiary scales 
differ by retention risk level. These differences are reported in Table 4.18 Percentages of 
Occurrence in Retention Risk Categories. Express emotion and wishful thinking was identified 
more frequently among students with higher retention risk. Social withdrawal was identified 
more frequently among students with low retention risk. Problem-focused disengagement was 
identified more frequently among students with higher retention risk. Emotion-focused 
disengagement was identified more frequently among students with low retention risk. 
Disengagement (tertiary scale) was identified most frequently among students with the lowest 
retention risk.  
Table 4.18 Percentages of Occurrences in Retention Risk Categories 
 Low Risk   High Risk 
Retention Risk 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Primary Scale       
  Express emotions 2% 5% 6% 12% 14% 11% 
  Social withdrawal 14% 4% 2% 3% 0% 0% 
  Wishful thinking 5% 3% 5% 12% 0% 11% 
Secondary Scale       
  Problem-Focused 
    Disengagement 
12% 9% 8% 21% 0% 22% 
  Emotion-Focused 
    Disengagement 
30% 15% 11% 9% 11% 0% 
Tertiary Scale       
  Disengagement 39% 20% 15% 29% 11% 22% 
 
Caution 
The results identified in the content analysis, both of the thematic analysis and of the 
coping behaviors analysis, are specific to the Common Reading essays submitted to Thomas 
College by students entering in Fall 2014 and Fall 2015. Essays were submitted to the Provost at 
Thomas College prior to the start of classes in the respective years, responding to each year’s 
respective prompt based on each year’s respective assigned book. Essays included in the analysis 
include only those appearing to respond to Option 1 of their respective prompts.   
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 
The purpose of the study is to explore two research questions. The first focuses on the 
ways in which students constitute their identities as they describe themselves overcoming 
difficulties. The second explores relationships between the ways students constitute these 
identities and first year retention at Thomas College. Both questions are considered within the 
local context of the Common Reading Program at Thomas College. To evaluate and utilize the 
information identified and created in the study, elements of the program and the student 
responses to the assignment must be considered. Key elements of the program have been 
reviewed utilizing a content analysis approach. This approach included both a thematic analysis 
and a coping behavior analysis. A synthesis of the findings of these distinctive analyses provides 
insights into answers on the research questions. These findings reinforce the importance of 
practicing caution when assigning meaning to characteristics of the Common Reading essays and 
the importance of college personnel understanding how students constitute their identities in the 
essays.  
RQ1: How do students constitute their identities as they  
describe themselves overcoming difficulties? 
The wording of RQ1 presumes that students constitute identities in the Common Reading 
essays. The basis for this supposition is established in the literature review. Put most simply, 
from a communication perspective, when and where there is communication, there is or are 
constituted identity or identities. Similarly, the student writing scholarship regards writing 
assignments as demands for identity work. This study, therefore, adopts this shared perspective 
as its starting place.  
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The findings of the content analysis point to a range of ways in which students constitute 
their identities. In the essays, students appear to constitute their identities through stories about 
themselves that use language that is clearly associated with identified coping behaviors. How 
students describe themselves provides a glimpse at students’ negotiation of identity in the essays. 
As students negotiate their identities in the essays, they often do so by describing themselves as 
symbolically altering their difficult circumstances, and their negotiations also appear to vary 
based on the assigned book. Fundamentally, students constitute their identities through complex 
descriptions of multiple coping behaviors in each coping episode.  
Coping Identities 
The coping behavior analysis demonstrates overwhelmingly that as students constitute 
identities as coping individuals they do so by utilizing language that is clearly identifiable as 
associated with coping behaviors. Therefore, in the majority of essays, the students’ descriptions 
of themselves overcoming difficulties can be recognized and associated with one or more of the 
coping strategies in Tobin’s catalog of behaviors. In other words, the lens of Tobin’s coping 
behaviors catalog makes the descriptions observable, even within a large body of essays. As the 
descriptions become observable, so do the constituted identities and the available identities. 
Before, however, describing how the students constitute their identities, these available 
identities, or more specifically the mechanisms in the Common Reading Program that constrain 
the available identities, need to be understood. 
Interpellation 
One of the mechanisms in the Common Reading Program that constrains the available 
identities is that essays are assigned as part of the Program. Admittedly, assigning an essay may 
appear mundane in terms of constrained identities, but Lillis (2001) and Burgess and Ivanič 
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(2010) observe how this mundane act by the College represents a demand for identity work by 
the students. Despite the absence of any real consequences for not submitting an essay, seventy 
percent (70%) of 2014 and 2015 entering students wrote and submitted responses to the 
assignments. This level of participation suggests, in keeping with Bawarshi’s (2003) description 
of the role of writing prompts, that the Program does hail the students and that the students 
respond to this hailing by complying with what may the most fundamental exchange in the 
college-student dynamic: college personnel give assignments, and students submit responses to 
those assignments (Lillis, 2001; Burgess & Ivanič, 2010).  
Having accepted the hailing of the assignment, students submitting Common Reading 
essays also appear to accept the boundaries set by the assignment by submitting stories about 
themselves overcoming difficulties. This response on the students’ part is also in keeping with 
Bawarshi’s (2003) description of the socializing role of writing prompts that requires that 
students position themselves within the prompt and then identify and utilize the rhetorical 
resources it provides. The study demonstrates that students accept these boundaries, as such a 
high ratio of essays are identified as containing language clearly associated with one of the 
designated coping behaviors. Only a small group of the essays departed from this pattern, 
suggesting that some mechanism(s) is/are at work to constrain certain responses (those not 
containing language reasonably associated with the designated coping behaviors). For example, 
one submitted essay contained only a summary of the assigned book and did not respond to the 
prompt’s demand for a description of a time when the student had overcome a difficult 
circumstance. The study cannot explain why the student responded in this way. It can, however, 
demonstrate that this type of response is a departure from the typical responses to the prompt. 
That such departures are rare suggests that something in the ecology of the Common Reading 
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Program is constraining students from responding more frequently in this manner or that students 
elect not to resist the identities ascribed to them by the program and the writing prompts.  
Furthermore, that so many of the essays include language associated with the designated 
coping behaviors suggests that these type of responses are enabled by some mechanism(s) in the 
Common Reading Program. As will be discussed later, variation in the responses between the 
entering classes suggest that the books may enable narrow variations, but the consistency with 
which students respond in describing themselves as individuals who cope, albeit in different 
ways, suggests that certain types of responses are enabled and, therefore, so are certain identities. 
In other words, students appear to accept the program’s hailing of them as coping individuals.  
The effects of interpellation can be understood more thoroughly utilizing CTI. When CTI 
explains that identities are negotiated and are often related to social roles, it explains that in 
responding by submitting their assignments, students are negotiating their identities as students. 
When they submit essays containing certain types of responses, they are negotiating their 
identities as, among other identities they are also negotiating, students who answer assignments. 
These negotiations highlight the power dynamics in the college-student relationship, which 
includes the right to speak and be heard within the institution (Lillis, 2001).  
CTI also explains why students may negotiate their identities in particular ways. For 
example, when a student writes about overcoming a difficulty, but compares it with McGill’s 
using language such as “not as bad as” or “nothing like,” CTI allows reviewers to understand 
such statements not as a rejection of an identity as a coping individual but as a glimpse of the 
student negotiating that identity, perhaps even with him or herself. If so, these types of 
statements may allow a glimpse at the student internalizing the ascribed identity.  
92 
 
The findings of the study do not evaluate whether this constraining and enabling of 
responses and identities is good-bad, productive-unproductive, or risky-beneficial. The findings 
confirm what Bawarshi (2003), Lillis (2001), Burgess and Ivanič (2010) and others have 
demonstrated, specifically that the assignments and their environs constrain and enable student 
responses and the available identities. Given the vulnerable nature of the College’s student 
population, however, college personnel should practice awareness of these dynamics and work in 
the best interests of the student population. At minimum, college personnel should practice 
transparency about the assignment by, for example, describing a range of ways in which students 
have responded to previous prompts. With student permission, the College could choose to 
publish online a small number of the essays from previous cohorts each year as a support 
resource for entering students.  
Cognitive Restructuring 
Language associated with cognitive restructuring is pervasive in the essays, appearing in 
eighty-three percent (83%) of all essays included in the coping behavior analysis. Tobin defines 
cognitive restructuring as “cognitive strategies that alter the meaning of the stressful transaction 
[such that] it is less threatening, is examined for its positive aspects, [and] is viewed from a new 
perspective” (Tobin, 2001, p. 2). Cognitive restructuring, then, involves individuals symbolically 
altering their circumstances, not making changes to the circumstance as in the case of problem 
solving. For example, an individual may choose to focus his or her thoughts on a consequence of 
failing an examination or may choose to focus his or her thoughts on what can be learned from 
his or her errors on the examination. In this example, cognitive restructuring would not change 
the consequence, which could include failing a course or not graduating, but would emphasize 
what may be gained in the circumstance.  
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Among the essays examined, cognitive restructuring is not associated with either first 
year retention or attrition. Its use in the essays does not correlate with any of Tobin’s other 
coping strategies. Nonetheless, clearly, cognitive restructuring is a key approach utilized by 
students as they constitute their identities in the Common Reading essays, suggesting that 
students are constituting their identities as coping individuals in part by communicating about 
cognitive restructuring or by deploying cognitive restructuring as a device to demonstrate their 
coping. Its pervasiveness may also point to the types of responses that are enabled by either the 
prompts or the assigned books.  
From a communication perspective, the pervasiveness of cognitive restructuring in the 
essays suggests that the essays are fertile ground for observing identity work. CTI indicates that 
identity work observable in communication involves both negotiation and internalization (Jung 
& Hecht, 2004). Additionally, Maeda and Hecht’s (2012) description of internalization as 
redefining a situation resonates strongly with Tobin’s definition of cognitive restructuring. When 
a student writes, for example, about adjusting to being cut from a team roster by serving as 
manager for that team (see Table 4.8), those statements can be reasonably interpreted as 
associated with cognitive restructuring. Additionally, that student may be revealing the identity 
work associated with internalization (“I learned that…”) and possibly negotiation (“where I had 
so much fun doing it”).  
Of course, not all cognitive restructuring should be considered identity work. For 
example, a student who wrote about “focus[ing] on seeing my glass half full” may be describing 
cognitive restructuring, but the statement does not appear to offer a glimpse at either 
internalization or negotiation of identity. The examination of the essays suggests that cognitive 
restructuring may provide moments to glimpse identity work, but language associated with 
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cognitive restructuring should not be taken as evidence of identity work without considering the 
larger context of the language in use. For future study, prompts eliciting personal narratives 
about when an individual began to think about a circumstance differently may have some value 
in research using CTI.  
While the pervasiveness of cognitive restructuring points to likely identity work 
underway, the current study does not, however, point to an explanation of why students use such 
language so extensively. Therefore, the pervasiveness of cognitive restructuring needs to be 
understood both within the context of the Common Reading assignment and within the context 
of the larger the student experience. For example, cognitive restructuring’s pervasiveness in the 
student essays may be understood as a function of the essay medium. In other words, cognitive 
restructuring may be pervasive in essays, because cognitive restructuring involves symbolically 
altering circumstances which may resonate with a medium which calls for symbolic presentation 
of the difficult circumstances. In short, the medium of response can both constrain and enable 
certain responses and may, therefore, contribute to features of the essays that cannot otherwise be 
explained.  
Notably, one of the prompts appears to emphasize cognitive restructuring. The prompt for 
the 2015 entering cohort is based on McGill’s book and uses language that can be associated 
with cognitive restructuring. In the quote from the book used in the prompt, McGill reprioritizes 
resilience relative to other approaches to challenges when he writes, “At the end of the day all 
that will matter is that under the dense weight of what has occurred, you had the strength and the 
fortitude to lift yourself up, open the door, and step into the light” (2013, p. 163). Such an 
emphasis cannot be identified in the other prompt. If this difference in the prompts was 
substantial enough to affect how frequently students used language associated with cognitive 
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restructuring, the analysis of variance would have found differences for cognitive restructuring 
between the entering classes. It did not.  
The pervasiveness may, however, point to an unidentified rhetorical resource created 
through the prompt or the books. For example, both prompts quote from the books and provide 
specific ways of talking about overcoming difficulties using those quotes. For 2014 cohort, the 
prompt asks, “Did you rely on focus, courage, perseverance, or a combination of all three?” For 
the 2015 cohort, the prompt asks, “What kind of strength or fortitude did you need to call upon?” 
While these particular quotes may not point to rhetorical resources that would foster descriptions 
of cognitive restructuring, they do demonstrate how these prompts provide the types of rhetorical 
resources that Bawarshi (2003) describes. Future study that interviews students about the 
occurrence of cognitive restructuring in the essays may help the College to understand if the 
prompts are contributing to this level of frequency of occurrence.  
Other factors in the Common Reading Program may also contribute to the pervasiveness 
of cognitive restructuring in the essays: the pervasiveness may reflect the behaviors described in 
the either of the assigned books. For example, in An invisible thread, Schroff (2012) writes about 
seeing the young man not as a beggar but as a child in need of intrusive mentoring support. All 
of the events of the story follow from her moment of apparent cognitive restructuring. Similarly, 
in Dear Marcus, McGill (2013) writes about how he learned to see his injury and the person who 
may have caused it differently. In other words, the books may be enabling cognitive restructuring 
as a response by modeling it, or its representation in the books may be interpreted by students as 
sanctioning it as an acceptable response within the context of the assignment or college 
community. The latter possibility is particularly interesting, because it may make observable the 
power relationship between the college, its personnel, and its perceived right to give assignments 
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(Lillis, 2001; Lea, 2004). Also at issue is the corresponding responsibilities of students to 
respond to assignments and to do so in ways regarded as appropriate by Thomas College. The 
prompt suggest that they do so by performing identities of individual’s who successfully 
overcome challenges, not as individuals who fail at overcoming a challenge or decide to stop 
pursuing a challenge and that they perform these identities through the medium of writing that 
complies with conventions of “sentence structure, grammar, punctuation and word choice.”  
An additional, possible contributor to the pervasiveness of cognitive restructuring in the 
essays may be found in student experience beyond the Common Reading Program, specifically 
the student experience in high school prior to enrolling in college. As Burgess and Ivanič (2010) 
note, identities as performed in student writing are influenced by identities outside of the 
institution. Notably, students are increasingly likely to be exposed curriculum involving 
cognitive restructuring in their pre-college experiences. Cognitive restructuring may be used 
even as a stand-alone tactic with some target populations. For example, Kennedy and Farley 
(2018) recommend using cognitive restructuring to help gifted students who are struggling with 
perfectionism. Parker, Zaboski, and Joyce-Beaulieu (2016) found the tactic effective for students 
identified with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, opposition defiance or anger disorders. It 
may also be introduced to students through mindfulness practices that are increasingly common 
in schools (Renshaw & Cook, 2017). If students experience exposure to cognitive restructuring 
prior to attending college, they may be more likely to make use of language related to cognitive 
restructuring in their essays, which could contribute to its pervasiveness.  
Prior exposure may be explanatory of the pervasiveness of cognitive restructuring in the 
common read essays, which may indicate successful dissemination of the tactic among college-
going high school graduates. Its pervasiveness should, however, raise a caution for the College, 
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because some scholars and practitioners critique cognitive restructuring as mechanistic and 
insufficient. Gaudiano (2011) describes this criticism: cognitive restructuring may encourage 
changing ideas (i.e., negative thought for positive thought) without addressing the larger context 
for the negative thought. As a result, the process may deal with the thoughts without addressing 
emotions, possibly leading to suppression (Gaudiano, 2011).  
Guidiano’s caution resonates with findings that suggest that cognitive restructuring may 
have some association with depression and anxiety in emotion-focused assessment (Compas et. 
al., 2014). If cognitive restructuring is as commonplace among Thomas students as the Common 
Reading essays suggest and students may be using the tactic in a mechanistic manner to suppress 
emotions rather than address the larger context, College personnel should, first, not perpetuate 
mechanistic use of cognitive restructuring tactics and, second, develop programming to assist 
students in understanding productive uses of cognitive restructuring.  
Responses Constrained/Enabled by Books 
Although only thirty-four percent (34%) of essays included the name of one of the books 
and only twenty-seven percent (27%) referred to the respective author by name, the analysis of 
variance reveals that descriptions of coping behaviors vary by entering class. As has been 
discussed, a key feature in the ecology of the Common Reading Program at Thomas College is 
that each entering class is assigned a different book. Therefore, when the analysis of variance 
finds that the appearance of express emotion and wishful thinking in the essays differs by 
entering class, corresponding differences in the assigned books may point to how students are 
articulating their identities with others’ identities or, as Bawarshi (2003) identifies, that the books 
provide different rhetorical resources to each entering class.  
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 The differences in the descriptions of express emotion and wishful thinking between the 
entering cohorts may be related to the differences in the descriptions of those coping behaviors in 
the two books. For example, in An invisible thread, Schroff (2012) writes about her divorce as 
upsetting, but focuses on her decision processes and steps taken to stabilize her living situation 
after the divorce while maintain her relationship with the boy she has befriended. In stark 
contrast, much of Dear Marcus by McGill (2013) focuses on his own emotions following being 
paralyzed after being shot in the back and on his time spent speculating about how his life would 
be different if he had not been shot. He designates this period “the night” and contrasts it with 
“step[ing] into the light” (McGill, 2013, p. 163). The differences in the descriptions provided by 
the authors of the assigned books may contribute to the differences in the how students negotiate 
their identities in the essays. In other words, the assigned books both enable and constrain unique 
articulations based on the identities negotiated and constituted by the authors of the assigned 
books. 
 From a CTI perspective, the relationship between coping behaviors described by the 
authors as they constitute their identities in the books and the coping behaviors described by the 
students as they constitute their identities in the essays may point to identity work viewed 
through the key frames. Regardless of intent, students appear to be aligning their responses with 
those of the authors. From a CTI perspective, this alignment suggests that students may be 
negotiating their identities with the authors. Such negotiation with another is a key distinctive of 
the relational frame, and, if this is the site of identity work for students, suggests that identity 
work for students at Thomas College is observable and, therefore, developmental, especially in 
regard to the relational frame.  
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However, the differences between the responses of the entering classes as identified in 
the analysis of variance and the apparent identity negotiations may also point to identity work in 
response to a social hierarchy, a key distinctive of the enacted frame. If the students perceive the 
books (and the authors) as surrogates of the College, the alignment of the student coping 
approaches with those described by the authors suggest that students are symbolically enacting 
identities that are acceptable to the perceived and real social hierarchy of college-student 
relationship. This latter interpretation of the between group differences is in keeping with 
Bartholomae’s (1986) observation about students inventing the university, suggesting that the 
students may be utilizing the books to inform their imagining of Thomas College and the 
responses the community will and will not value. This interpretation of the differences is also in 
keeping with findings from Lillis (2001) when she notes that students comply with the 
limitations on their performances of their identities to gain access to post-secondary institutions. 
The likelihood that the books are influencing the student responses in these ways underscores the 
importance of College developing a more transparent way of characterizing the assigned books 
and essays. If the College intends for the books to serve as its surrogates and as examples of 
community-sanctioned coping identities, then it should make these intentions clear to the 
students. If the College does not intend for the books to serve in these ways, it should 
communicate this message to the students at the time of assignment and elsewhere.  
Complex Descriptions of Coping and Tensions 
Despite their relative brevity, the essays offer complex and nuanced descriptions of 
overcoming difficulties. The coping behaviors analysis demonstrates that many essays contain 
language that can be associated with more than one of Tobin’s coping strategies. This finding 
should not be surprising, since individuals may exercise multiple strategies in managing stressful 
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circumstances. The finding is nonetheless interesting, because it highlights some particular ways 
in which students may describe themselves as overcoming difficulties. Specifically, the coping 
behavior analysis reveals correlations between three pairs of Tobin’s coping strategies: express 
emotion and wishful thinking, problem avoidance and self criticism, and problem solving and 
social withdrawal. These correlations suggest patterns in how students constitute their identities 
as coping individuals in the essays. However, the correlations are weak and should not be 
regarded as suggesting tropes or consistent approaches from essay-to-essay. 
Of more interest than these particular pairings is the marked difference between the 
coping strategies captured in each of these pairings. For example, express emotion and wishful 
thinking are both emotion-focused strategies, but the first is an engaged strategy while the latter 
is regarded as disengaged. Somewhat similarly, problem avoidance and self criticism are both 
regarded as disengaged strategies, but the first is problem-focused and the latter is emotion-
focused. Finally, the most disparate of the correlated pairs is problem solving and social 
withdrawal. Problem solving is regarded as engaged and problem-focused, while social 
withdrawal is regarded as disengaged and emotion-focused. This transcendence of the scales or 
pairings from disparate categories in Tobin’s work suggests that the essays contain complex and 
nuanced descriptions of coping that are belied by their brevity, and that the coping episodes 
described by the students are sufficiently complex to defy a singular designation.  
These correlations, however, may also point to how students, even in these brief essays, 
represent coping strategies that appear to be at odds with Tobin’s secondary and tertiary scales, 
suggesting a departure from Tobin’s system in the students’ descriptions of their coping 
episodes. From a CTI perspective, such tensions may point to interpenetration of frames or gaps. 
Such interpenetrations or gaps are particularly valuable in observing identity work.  
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The correlation between express emotion (engaged) and wishful thinking (disengaged), 
for example, may point to an interpenetration between the relational frame and the enacted 
frame. The student describes him or herself as engaging another, specifically for the sharing of 
his or her emotions related to a stressor, and also expresses the desire to have performed 
differently under the circumstances without taking action to change his/her outcomes. The 
constituted identities in this essay, then, may include that of an engaged individual in one frame 
(relational) but as a disengaged individual in the other (enacted). This tension between the 
frames may suggest an attempted negotiation between the frames as the student works with 
others toward some internally acceptable identity. This type of interpenetration highlights a 
feature of CTI: not all frames must be or can be balanced as identity work is an ongoing and 
social human endeavor.  
Similarly, the correlation between problem avoidance and self criticism may point to an 
interpenetration between the enacted frame and the individual frame. For example, a writer may 
not perform a desired identity of active problem solver and may, at the same time, criticize him 
or herself for not performing that desired identity. In contrast, the correlation may also point to 
an interpenetration between the enacted frame and the relational frame, as students may 
internalize criticism from a valued other, such as a coach, for not performing a negotiated 
identity as expected. Both interpretations related to the correlation serve to remind college 
personnel what CTI scholars value: that tension between frames is normal and interesting, and is 
not a failing or imbalance related to wellness. This understanding is particularly important as the 
current study is related to coping behaviors, which are often associated with mental health. 
Therefore, college personnel should not equate identity work with maturity or tension between 
frames with inconsistency on the part of a student. Additionally, because internalization is not an 
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observable process and, therefore, not well described in CTI literature, communication scholars 
should remain open to multiple interpretations for behaviors related to frames and their 
interpenetrations, especially as the interpretations relate to internalization.  
The final correlation that is of interest in relation to the first research question is between 
problem solving and social withdrawal. Students whose essays are associated with both of these 
types of coping behaviors describe pulling away from engagement with others and focusing 
effort on finding solutions to their current stressors. This correlation may suggest a tension 
between the enacted frame and the relational frame, whereby to fulfil a performed identity 
(enacted frame) the students may be willing to de-emphasize identity work negotiated through 
relationships (relational frame). This correlation also suggests that these students as they describe 
themselves in these essays may value individual resources over relational resources or may 
simply prefer to engage in internal negotiation of the identity of problem solver rather than 
relational negotiation.  
Although the correlations between the coping behaviors in the essays are admittedly 
weak, they are, nonetheless, observable beyond chance. The correlations cannot, however, reveal 
which may be more typical of the students in their daily lives or which may have been most 
productive for the individual in the circumstances described. From a CTI perspective, then, the 
analysis cannot point to the durability of the negotiated identities constituted by students in the 
essays, but does underscore CTI’s perspective that both the individual and social interaction are 
loci of identities, and that these identities are negotiated both internally and with others.  
The foregoing discussion describes the complex and ongoing nature of identity work, 
especially as understood from a communication perspective. It demonstrates the ways in which 
identity work can be observed and described through communication, and it emphasizes the 
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laden contexts in which identity work, especially that of college students, takes place. The study 
demonstrates both the value and perils associated with examining the identity work of students 
observable in student writing. Even though the essays are brief, students deliver complex and 
nuanced descriptions that need to be read thoughtfully by college personnel without assuming 
dysfunction or durability of the identities represented.  
The essays should not be placed in oversimplified categories, such as strong writing or 
weak writing, simply out of administrative convenience or be used to ascribe attributes to 
students, such as mature or immature. Essays should be valued and understood in the richness of 
their ecologies, much of which is engendered by the institution through the practices of the 
Program. College personnel should appreciate that the essays represent identities performed in 
the liminal and ambiguous environs of the Common Reading Program and that students 
submitted their responses with the rhetorical and community resources provided to them at the 
time of the assignment. College personnel should understand the environs of the Common 
Reading Program as an institutional practice and, where possible, reduce ambiguity about the 
assignment, its purpose, and the College’s expectations.   
RQ2:  What relationships can be described between the ways in which students  
constitute their identities as overcoming difficulties and first year retention? 
As indicated earlier, students constitute their identities in the Common Reading essays in 
complex and nuanced manners. The second research question offers the opportunity to relate 
these complex responses to first year retention, a key performance indicator at Thomas College 
and an important graduation indicator for individual students at Thomas College. The content 
analysis offers direction as to which complexities in the ecology of the Common Reading essays 
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influence first year retention and, therefore, should inform how the essays should be understood 
to support student success.  
The relationship between the ways in which students constitute their identities and first 
year retention is tied to students’ academic histories, specifically their high school GPAs. The 
study also suggests that students essays that include descriptions related to athletics participation 
are more likely than their peers to be retained to the second year of college, and that students 
whose essays include descriptions in which relationships or illnesses are central are less likely 
than their peers to be retained to the second year of college.  
Cognitive Restructuring and Externalized Challenge 
As discussed earlier and as demonstrated in the results, the coping behavior analysis 
makes observable a number of characteristics of the essays, including the pervasiveness of 
cognitive restructuring. Despite its pervasiveness, cognitive restructuring in not associated with 
either first year retention or attrition. It should be understood as a characteristic of the essays but 
should not be associated with a particular institutional or individual outcome.  
Similarly, the thematic analysis reveals that as students constitute their identities as 
coping individuals they often characterize challenge as external to themselves: challenges come 
to them; things happen to them. This characterization is so pervasive that it appears in eighty 
percent (80%) of essays examined in the thematic analysis. While students whose essays include 
external challenge were retained to the second year at a lower rate than their peers in the entering 
cohorts, there is not a statistically meaningful relationship between the theme and first year 
retention. Therefore, college personnel should use some caution in treating students whose 
essays characterize challenge as external as different from or more at-risk than other students. 
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Instead, the approach to students’ identity work needs to be understood as a function of 
the Program or of other influences. As noted in the RQ1 discussion of cognitive restructuring, for 
example, this pervasiveness may be related to the available rhetorical resources created through 
the prompts (Bawarshi, 2003). As indicated in the review of the prompts, both prompts provide 
metaphors (“staying on course” from the Schroff text and “stepping into the light” for the McGill 
text) that characterize challenge as external to the authors. By providing these metaphors that 
orient challenge as external to the authors, the prompts may be taken as indicating to the students 
that they should also represent challenge as external. In addition, as Bartholomae (1986) notes, 
the guidance provided through the prompts may be interpreted by the students as representing 
commonplaces within the Thomas College community. The pervasiveness of this theme, then, 
may represent efforts on the parts of the students to represent themselves as utilizing such 
commonplaces. The books can also be taken as influencing how students write about challenge 
as external, because the metaphors in the prompts are drawn from the books and because the 
books themselves provide this rhetorical resource.  
College personnel need to understand the frequency with which students offer 
descriptions of challenge as external and should understand these descriptions of challenge as 
typical of the essays, likely influenced by the books or prompts which may guide students to 
represent challenge in this way. College personnel should also understand that the prompts and 
the books suggest to the students that representing challenge as external is sanctioned in their 
responses and, by extension, at Thomas College. Should college personnel choose to oppose the 
locus of challenge, they need to do so in meaningful and intentional ways and in ways that do not 
characterize externalized challenge as a lack of maturity or responsibility.  
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Academic Background, Coping, and First Year Retention 
The analysis of variance from the coping behavior analysis points to a key element in the 
ecology of the Common Reading essays that is associated with first year retention: each student’s 
academic preparedness. As has been described, the College utilizes high school GPA as a 
surrogate for academic preparedness and groups students based on ranges of GPAs into retention 
risk levels (low to high). The analysis of variance from the coping behavior analysis reveals 
differences between the coping strategies identified in the essays of students in different 
retention risk levels. Specifically, the analysis of variance identifies differences related to express 
emotion, wishful thinking, and social withdrawal. These findings are beyond chance. 
Occurrences of express emotion and wishful thinking were more frequent in the essays of 
students who were identified with more retention risk than in the essays of their peers. 
Occurrences of social withdrawal were more frequent in the essays of students who were 
identified with the least retention risk.  
That essays from students in different retention risk levels are identified as having 
language associated with different coping strategies suggests that students in the respective 
retention risk levels describe themselves overcoming difficulties in ways that differ. Therefore, 
these students may be constituting their identities differently or may be constituting different 
identities in their descriptions. These differences serve as reminders to college personnel to 
practice awareness of the student’s larger context before drawing conclusions or making 
assumptions about a student based on the student’s Common Reading essay.   
For example, when students write about overcoming difficult circumstances in ways that 
can be associated with expressing emotions, the retention risk associated with this coping 
behavior differs based on the student’s assigned retention risk level. Language associated with 
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express emotions occurred more frequently in the essays of students assessed by the College as 
having more retention risk. Despite being regarded as an engaged coping behavior, this behavior 
does not mitigate student retention risk, especially when found in essays by students with higher 
retention risk.  
Tobin describes express emotions as “releasing or expressing emotions” (2001, p. 2). 
Students whose academic backgrounds indicate higher retention risk and who utilized language 
in their essays associated with express emotion focused on their emotions and the expression of 
their emotions (rather than on the circumstances). The absence of a meaningful correlation 
between express emotion and other engaged coping behaviors may suggest that the students may 
describe expressing emotions but do not do so in conjunction with descriptions of other tactics. 
This relationship between express emotions and increased retention risk challenges a common 
misperception that engaged coping is more effective, healthy, or productive than disengaged 
coping. More specifically, it indicates that this particular engaged coping behavior is not 
associated with mitigated retention risk among students assigned higher retention risk based on 
academic background. 
From a CTI perspective, expression of emotion can be involved in identity work in any of 
the four frames. Understanding how this identity work could appear in a student’s essay is 
important for college personnel who read those essays. From the personal frame, an individual 
may associate expression of emotions with motivations or may regard expressions of emotion in 
particular ways as fulfilling expectations constituted by a particular identity. From a relational 
frame, the expression of emotions and/or its manner can be ascribed to the student based on 
relationships or may represent an attempt to renegotiate an identity within a relationship. From 
an enacted frame, both the expression of emotion and its manner can be understood as a 
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performance of identity and as the source of feedback on that performance, both of which can be 
internalized. Finally, from a communal frame, both the expression of emotion and its manner can 
be understood as influenced by the student’s association with groups.  
Express emotion is positively correlated with wishful thinking in the essays. Tobin 
(2001) describes wishful thinking as “hoping and wishing things could be better” (p. 3). The 
analysis of variance demonstrates that expressions of wishful thinking also vary by retention risk 
level. Language associated with wishful thinking occurred more frequently in the essays of 
students assessed by the College as having more retention risk. Therefore, the risk associated 
with language describing wishful thinking as an approach to coping with difficulties, and its 
associated identity work, will vary with the retention risk assigned to the student based on 
academic background. In other words, when students with lower retention risks describe 
themselves as employing wishful thinking as a coping behavior, that disengaged behavior should 
not be regarded as contributing to retention risk for the student. As with express emotion or other 
engaged coping behaviors, however, wishful thinking does not mitigate the retention risk of a 
student assigned higher levels of retention risk. 
As with express emotions, wishful thinking can be understood as related to each of the 
frames identified in CTI, and this understanding should inform reading of students’ essays. From 
a personal frame, wishful thinking in a student’s essay may include language describing a hope 
to attribute different characteristics to him or herself, such as having more influence on a friend’s 
choice, without a change in approach. From a relational frame, a student essay may include 
language describing a wish that another would understand or relate differently to them, such as a 
coach seeing the student as a committed member of the team, again without some behavior or 
event to prompt such a change. From the enacted frame, a student’s essay may include language 
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that describes being hopeful for an improved performance, such as on an exam, without a change 
in effort. From a communal frame, a student essay may include language that describes a desire 
for a different outcome, such as in a family circumstance, without being empowered to affect 
that change.  
Similarly, when students write about overcoming difficult circumstances in ways that can 
be associated with social withdrawal, the retention risk associated with social withdrawal will 
vary based on each student’s assigned retention risk level. Language associated with social 
withdrawal occurred more frequently in the essays of students assessed by the College as having 
the least retention risk. Tobin (2001) associates social withdrawal with avoiding interacting with 
others or hiding one’s thoughts or feelings from others. For example, the essay of a student in the 
lowest retention risk group who writes about overcoming difficulties in a way that can be 
associated with social withdrawal needs to be reviewed to determine if the student is describing 
social withdrawal as disengagement with others or if what the student is describing what may be 
understood as an individual turning toward internal resources to identify a range of potential 
solutions. The latter scenario may explain why social withdrawal is positively correlated with 
problem solving in the essays.  
As with express emotion and wishful thinking, social withdrawal can be understood as 
related to each of the frames identified in CTI. From the personal frame, student essays including 
language associated with social withdrawal may describe the need to retreat from interacting 
with others, such as needing to be alone to think through circumstances. From the relational 
frame, a student essay may include language describing an unwillingness or aversion to 
interacting with a specific other, such as a family member who may hold them accountable, as a 
response to the stressor. From the enacted frame, a student’s essay may include a simple 
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description of him or herself retreating from a specific social interaction, such as an encounter 
with a former boyfriend, to avoid needing to appear happy despite a breakup. From the 
communal frame, a student’s essay may include a description of avoiding interacting with 
members of a particular group, such as a sport team, in response to the stressor.  
The coping behavior analysis cannot identify the extent to which express emotion, 
wishful thinking, or social withdrawal is central to identity work in any student’s Common 
Reading essay, nor does it indicate that an individual student’s retention risk is increased when 
that student describes him or herself using language associated with any of these three coping 
behaviors as part of a coping episode. These findings, however, do demonstrate that the identity 
work associated with express emotion, wishful thinking, or social withdrawal does not mitigate 
retention risk and, therefore, such descriptions warrant attention from college personnel based on 
students’ assigned retention risk level.  
The coping behavior analysis also does not identify which frame should inform the 
understanding of the students’ identity work in the essays as related to these coping behaviors 
and higher retention risk, but the frames should inform the reading the essays and should remind 
college personnel not to rely on immediate impressions. Even though the coping behavior 
analysis cannot pinpoint the frame or the associated identity work that would magically reveal 
why the retention risk is increased among these students, it does underscore the importance of 
paying supportive attention collectively to those students with higher assigned retention risk and 
whose essays include identity work associate with express emotions, wishful thinking, or social 
withdrawal.  
While no one coping strategy can be found in the study to mitigate retention risk, the 
findings serve to remind college personnel that expressions of or descriptions of different coping 
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behaviors, first, may represent attempts to negotiate and constitute identities within the context 
of the college community (Lillis, 2001; Burgess & Ivanič, 2010) and, second, may represent 
differing retention risk based on a student’s background. Understanding the essays in their 
context and understanding the relationship between coping behaviors, identity work, and first 
year retention demonstrates the value of communication scholarship in supporting student 
success in post-secondary education.  
As it has done with retention risk based on academic background, the College should 
consider support structures that work with the ways in which students describe themselves, not 
from a prescribed preference for engaged or problem-focused coping behaviors. By continuing to 
work with students where they are and as they describe themselves, the College can continue to 
approach its support of the students from a developmental perspective. For example, college 
personnel should understand that based on students’ academic backgrounds some may be more 
likely to express their emotions before other coping behaviors and may need to do so before 
other strategies are recommended by personnel. That is, before recommending other coping 
behaviors, faculty and staff members may need to engage in dialogue with the student that 
acknowledges the emotions expressed and values the expression of the emotions. Some training, 
for example, in emotional intelligence and ways to speak positively about the range of human 
emotions may encourage students to stay engaged with support resources (Goleman, 1995). In 
contrast, such approaches may be at odds with the dialogue regarded as of value by students 
assessed by the College as having less retention risk. These students may, for example, respond 
more favorably from contact from faculty or staff that provides information, such as tutor 
schedules, that does not require the same type of emotion-focused dialogue to resolve a 
challenge.  
112 
 
Athletics and Durable Identities 
 The thematic analysis reveals that thirty-eight percent (38%) of the students’ essays 
included description of or references to athletics participation. Students whose essays are 
associated with the athletics theme are more likely than their peers to be retained to the second 
year. This finding is beyond chance. It is also in keeping with annual retention data collected by 
the College (B. Ouellette, personal communication, May 20, 2018). These findings, however, 
cannot identify why students whose essays are associated with the athletics participation theme 
are more likely than their peers to be retained. Also, the study does not examine what portion of 
students whose essays are associated with the athletics participation theme participate in athletics 
at Thomas College.  
 From a CTI perspective, the relationship between athletics participation and first year 
retention suggests that these students are deploying durable identities as they describe themselves 
as overcoming difficulties. In the essays associated with the athletics participation theme, the 
students appear to be relying on familiar patterns, including familiar narratives, as they describe 
themselves. In other words, this particular finding in the study may have more to do with 
students deploying durable identities than with an athletics-related identity. Identities become 
durable when repeated patterns and ways of communicating are internalized.  
That colleges provide the opportunity to continue to participate in athletics may serve to 
reinforce the durability of the identity or may appear to sanction the identity for students. As 
indicated by Bartholomae (1986), in response to writing assignments, students may choose 
responses that comfortable or appear less risky for them. If they perceive athletics to be a 
challenge acceptable within the institutional community, they may intentionally share these 
narratives, rather than other narratives.  
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Additionally, this identity work may be enabled by narratives in the students’ larger 
contexts (Burgess & Ivanič, 2010) or by the rhetorical resources available in narratives about 
athletics (Bawarshi, 2003). Narratives about overcoming difficulties are commonplace in 
athletics. Popular literature is replete with such narratives from both professional and amateur 
athletes. Notably, neither book assigned for the cohorts examined in the study used athletics 
participation in their narratives. Given the observable impact of the authors’ narratives in 
constraining and enabling the student responses, that narratives from outside the context of the 
Common Reading assignment may be able to influence student writing suggests that these extra-
programmatic narratives about athletics may have outsized impacts on the essays. Additionally, 
college student personnel should become familiar with these extra-programmatic narratives to 
understand more about how students utilize these narratives in communication outside of 
athletics-specific contexts at the college.  
The athletics participation theme is also interesting due to its overlap with the 
relationships theme. Identity work in the essays combining athletics with relationship suggests 
that students are working across at least two frames, communal and relational, and that they may 
be constituting familiar identities that are well negotiated for them, further suggesting that these 
identities are, then, also likely nuanced and durable. Since the student athlete identity may be a 
more durable identity or because the College has familiar structures in place to support the 
continuation of the identity, the utilization of athletics-relationships as part of the students’ 
identity work may provide facile rhetorical resources and may offer a familiarity that supports 
otherwise challenging transitions.  
Future studies of the Common Reading essays should consider other durable identities, 
especially those reinforced by college participation. Thomas College does not currently offer the 
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same level of institutional support for other activities that may be related to durable identities for 
students, such as band or choir, but has recently introduced gaming programming. Additional 
consideration should be given to other durable identities students may not yet be deploying in the 
essays, especially those that may be reinforced by College communication and programming. 
For example, leadership and service are both highlighted in the College’s mission statement and 
are reinforced through student development programming. If the College were to refocus the 
prompt and the assigned books to elicit descriptions of leadership or service, students may 
deploy durable identities associated with leadership and service.  
Relationships and First Year Retention 
 The thematic analysis reveals that sixty-two percent (62%) of the students’ essays 
included description of or references to relationships (either supportive or challenging) as central 
to overcoming difficulties. That students characterize relationships as central to coping is not 
surprising, given extensive literature about the importance of relationships and student success. 
What is surprising, however, is that students whose essays are associated with the relationship 
theme are less likely than their peers to be retained to the second year.  
Notably, many of the relationships the students describe are long term, sometimes 
lifelong, relationships. Unlike identity work observable with the athletics theme, these 
relationships may not continue in the same way once students matriculate. While distance does 
not necessarily alter all relationships, the student who describes the relationship with his or her 
brother as central to overcoming difficulties, for example, may not experience the same type or 
frequency of contact or the same types of shared experiences as before leaving home to attend 
college. This disrupted relationship stands in stark contrast to the durable identity work 
suggested by the athletics participation theme. The effect of disrupted relationships may be 
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amplified at Thomas College, because a high ratio of students who attend the College are 
regarded as first generation college students whose families may not have extensive models for 
sustaining relationships as students attend college. 
At minimum, the findings provide a caution that students whose identity work as coping 
individuals centers on the relational frame may face challenges if they are not able to develop 
new supportive relationships or if those new relationships do not become part of their negotiated 
identities. Clearly, more inquiries need to be conducted to understand if this finding can be 
extended to a larger body of essays or other groups of students, but some urgency should be 
given to examining the relationship between this theme and students’ assigned first or second 
generation status to allow for intentional, thoughtful support of vulnerable student populations.  
Illness, Identity, and First Year Retention 
The thematic analysis demonstrates that almost one-third of students (30%) describe an 
illness or injury as a challenge. While this theme is associated with a smaller portion of the 
essays than either athletics participation (38%) or relationships (62%) themes, the findings are 
concerning for at least two reasons. First, as with the relationship theme, students whose essays 
are associated with the illness/injury theme are less likely than their peers to be retained to the 
second year of college. Secondly, the College provides health services that are intended to 
support students experiencing health challenges to continue to pursue their degrees.     
These narratives warrant additional attention in future study. Narrative studies related to 
health have demonstrated the importance of giving voice to and reducing the social isolation of 
those experiencing health challenges (Langellier & Peterson, 2004). It is beyond the scope of the 
current study to determine if a health challenge disclosed in an essay interfered with that 
student’s continued study. The findings may suggest, however, that students whose coping 
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identity work centers on health challenges, either their own or someone else’s, may not have or 
make use of support resources to continue in college. At minimum, the College should consider 
its current responses to students who disclose health challenges or whose essays include 
descriptions of overcoming physical challenges and determine if those responses are timely, 
meaningful, and attractive to the students. The relationship between the illness theme and first 
year retention must be read with the strongest caution, as it does not nor should it justify limiting 
the admission of or enrollment of students who identify as facing health challenges.  
As with the relationship theme, an exception emerges for the retention risk associated 
with the illness/injury theme when the essay is also associated with the athletics theme. Students 
whose essays were associated with the illness/injury theme and the athletics theme were more 
likely to be retained than their peers. This exception serves to underscore the power of the 
athletics theme in the students’ identity work in the essays. It also suggests that deploying the 
athletics identity in the identity work in the essays enables articulations with their coping 
identities that may not be as readily available or as popularly familiar to students whose identity 
work involves illness but does not include athletics. 
Caution 
To ensure that student essays are treated fairly and effectively on an ongoing basis, the 
College should commit to annual evaluation of its approach to reviewing the essays. As students 
at the college change over time, the insights developed in this analysis may not necessarily hold 
true. In keeping with good program evaluation practice, study of the essays and their relation to 
student retention should be conducted regularly and in a manner that would yield meaningful 
assessment of the program, including the books, prompts, and essays. 
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Limitations 
Findings of the study do not explore the constituted identities of students whose essays do 
not include language associated with one of Tobin’s coping behaviors or one of the identified 
themes. These essays account for fifteen percent (15%) of submitted essays that appear to 
address Option I. Only through careful analysis can more understanding of these essays and the 
relationships of their characteristics to first year retention be found.   
Similarly, the current study does not explore essays written in response to Option 2. 
Given the power of prompts, the Option 2 prompt and student responses to it deserve critical 
attention. Specifically, consideration should be given to meaningful differences between the 
prompts as an offer of legitimate choice or merely the appearance of choice.  
 A key limitation of the study is that it is based on only two entering cohorts. While these 
two cohorts offer a sufficient sample for the study and the two cohorts overall are retained at 
similar rates, additional cohorts may reinforce or de-emphasize identified patterns. With more 
time and funding, additional patterns or themes may also be identified.  
Future Directions 
 The study produced a number of promising findings, some of which are best applied to 
the local setting: the Common Reading Program at Thomas College. Currently, essays are 
reviewed by designated staff and instructors who are offered little guidance. Current guidance 
focuses primarily on reminding readers to alert campus officials if a student appears to make a 
statement that could be regarded as the disclosure of a disability or as a threat to self or other, 
because such disclosures also require specific actions on the part of the College. Otherwise, staff 
and instructors may form and share impressions of the essays and the students who wrote them 
based on, among other things, individual biases. For example, an instructor could consider a 
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student at risk, because an essay submitted by the student is fewer than five hundred words, does 
not appear to answer one of the questions directly, or does not observe the conventions of 
academic writing. There is no evidence to support these assumptions.  
Even an appropriately, systematically scaffolded approach will not eliminate opinion 
based on individual biases, but it would provide guidance based on past outcomes to direct the 
attention of reviewers and to caution them about the limited productivity of individual bias. Such 
an approach would allow the College to understand entering students in different ways than it 
currently does and to provide more effective support programming in response. Development of 
regular evaluation of the essays and professional development about what the essays can and 
cannot help us understand about the students who write them will be important moving forward. 
For example, systematic communication prior to the release of essays to instructors and advisors 
with reminders of this study’s findings is one way in which to provide the kind of scaffolding to 
support fairer and more effective review of the essays.  
Results of the study also confirm the importance of college personnel developing 
understandings of coping behaviors, but with the added nuance of understanding the descriptions 
of these behaviors in the context of other factors, especially academic background, the prompts 
and books that are part of the Common Reading Program, as well as previous exposure of 
students to training in coping behaviors. The nuanced understanding may be particularly 
important when students describe themselves as engaging in cognitive restructuring or 
externalized challenge, as suggested by their prevalence of in the essays.  
The findings also suggest that the assigned books are related to students’ response to the 
assignment. Future consideration should be given to the assigned book, specifically to how the 
authors describe themselves as overcoming difficulties. The study has demonstrated the impact 
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of the assigned books on the student responses. Only two books (one for each cohort) were 
included in the study. While they share some characteristics, namely that they are narratives 
about overcoming difficulties, they are also different in the representations of coping. The 
College has been assigning books focused on narratives of overcoming difficulties since 2010. 
These books, as possible surrogates of the College and as a genre, warrant analysis. At 
minimum, college personnel should examine the extent to which they regard the books as in 
keeping with the college community’s approach to coping, overcoming and success and its 
characterizations of coping, overcoming, and success.  
In addition to evaluating the books, the College should evaluate the prompts and 
assignments. The College should practice transparency with students about the assignment, its 
purpose, and its consequences. The College should seriously consider the ambiguities of the 
assignment and determine how best to resolve the ambiguities, especially those related to 
possible student perception of the assignment as an assessment. Elements identified as related to 
writing assessments need to be evaluated. When not necessary for the Common Reading 
Program, these elements should be eliminated. When necessary, their impact needs to be 
minimized through intentional presentation. 
Due to the pervasiveness of language in the essays associated with cognitive 
restructuring, the essays should be studied for features that may distinguish the superficial, 
mechanistic cognitive restructuring from cognitive restructuring regarded as more effective by 
coping scholars. A more nuanced understanding of how students describe cognitive restructuring 
in the essays may provide to a more useful understanding of its occurrence in the essays. Such 
understanding may point to meaningful support structures the College should consider.  
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Cognitive restructuring’s pervasiveness represents only one reason to continue to 
examine the essays of entering Thomas students. As part of understanding how the students 
constitute their identities, the College should examine how the students are constituting the 
community that is Thomas College. The College should examine how the students do and do not 
constitute the community as the College identifies itself. For example, the College articulates 
academic curriculum and job readiness, as well as leadership and service, in its mission and 
messaging. The Common Reading essays and other student-produced communication should be 
examined for evidence that this type of articulation is or is not associated with how students 
constitute their identities as students at Thomas College. Even more compelling may be 
communication studies that examine how students at Thomas College resist these interpellations.  
Finally, the study points to the importance of examining other residue of student 
communication, including emails or applications for specialized programs at the College, as 
communication. The essays in the current study can and should be understood as mean-making. 
They can and should be understood as evidence of identity work in communication. They can 
and should be valued for their context, including the context of student writing. As these ways of 
understanding the essays are considered for future study of the essays of other student groups or 
of other types of student communication, all such residues of communication can and should be 
understood as a snapshot in a given point in time, not considered definitive or equivalent of any 
student’s identity. Future work should reinforce this communication perspective.   
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APPENDIX A: COMMON READING ASSIGNMENTS 
As noted in the description of the Thomas College Reading Program, each entering 
student is given a book and an essay assignment. Copies as presented to the students entering in 
Fall 2014 and Fall 2015 are included in this appendix. The appearance of the assignments varied 
based on visual identity standards of the College.  
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Common Read 2014  
Instructions 
The Thomas College Common Read is our invitation to join our academic community of individuals who 
share and explore ideas with each other. 
After reading and reflecting on this year’s selection, An Invisible Thread, we’d ask you to create a written 
response from one of the options listed below. During Fall Orientation, you will have an opportunity to 
discuss what you have written along with other students in your class.  
Option 1 
In An Invisible Thread, the author Laura Schroff offers some advice to Maurice about what to do when 
you are faced with adversity: some person or event in your life that threatens to “pull you off your 
course and derail your plans.” Shroff writes, “We talked about what it takes to stay on course in the face 
of adversity: focus, courage, perseverance” (152).  
For this writing option, identify a time in your life when someone or something threatened to pull you 
off your course. What challenge did you face, and how did you overcome it? Did you rely on focus, 
courage, perseverance, or a combination of all three?  
Consider the following when outlining your essay: 
 Identify the specific situation, challenge or event that you faced. What was your goal, and what 
was standing in your way?   
 Think about the resources you called upon to help. Did you reach out to others? What did you 
do to stay “on course”?  
Option 2 
One of the central ideas in An Invisible Thread is how our lives are mixtures of joy and disappointments. 
Shroff writes, “[T]he beauty of life is that inside … disappointments are hidden the most miraculous of 
blessings. What we lose and what might have been pales against what we have” (184). 
For this writing option, identify a time when something you had hoped and worked for did not turn out 
as you planned. Later on, though, it presented you with a new option, a new path, or a new perspective. 
Describe the difference between your original plans and the “blessing” hidden in that disappointment. 
What changed? 
Consider the following when outlining your essay: 
 What was your specific goal or dream? What did you hope for and why was it important?  
 How did your perspective change as a result? What “blessing” was hidden in the 
disappointment? 
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A word about writing. . .  
Write at least 500 words (two typed double-spaced pages). Provide illustrations or examples from your 
life to support your work. Since this will be the first example of your writing skills for your instructor for 
your First-Year Seminar course, you should demonstrate your understanding of appropriate sentence 
structure, grammar, punctuation and word choice. 
Please return your essay by Friday, August 8h to 
Dr. Thomas Edwards 
Provost 
Thomas College 
180 West River Road 
Waterville, ME 04901 
Tel (207) 859-1362 
Email: edwardst@thomas.edu 
If you email your essay, please save it as a Microsoft Word or “rtf” (rich text format) document. 
If you have any questions about the Common Read project, please do not hesitate to contact Dr. 
Edwards or Debbie Cunningham, Dean of Retention Services. Debbie’s telephone number and email 
address are (207) 859-1297 and retdean@thomas.edu. She will be happy to help you in any way she 
can. 
We are looking forward to receiving your project, and to welcoming you on campus this fall.  
Our best wishes to you this summer and for the coming 
semester! 
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Common Read 2015  
Instructions 
The Thomas College Common Read is our invitation to join our academic community of individuals who 
share and explore ideas with each other. 
After reading and reflecting on this year’s selection, Dear Marcus: A Letter to the Man Who Shot Me, 
we’d ask you to create a written response from one of the options listed below. During Fall Orientation, 
you will have an opportunity to discuss what you have written along with other students in your class.  
Option 1 
In Dear Marcus, the author Jerry McGill notes that we will all face adversity at some point in our lives. 
He concludes that what is important is how we respond. “[A]t the end of the day all that will matter is 
that under the dense weight of what has occurred, when all was said and done, you had the strength 
and the fortitude to lift yourself up, open the door, and step out into the light”(163). 
For this writing option, identify a time in your life when you faced some kind of adversity, some kind of 
problem that McGill would call “the night.” What challenge did you face, and how did you overcome it? 
What kind of strength or fortitude did you need to call upon? How did you “step out into the light?” 
Consider the following when outlining your essay: 
 Identify the specific situation, challenge or event that you faced.    
 Think about the resources you called upon to help. What were the elements of strength or 
fortitude that helped you succeed? Did you manage on your own, or did you perhaps call on a 
friend, a family member, a teacher or a coach?  
Option 2 
One of the central ideas in Dear Marcus is the observation that while we can’t always control what 
happens to us, we do control the perspective that we bring to our lives. McGill writes, “Happiness is a 
thing I can control if I put my mind to it. It is my perspective and how I choose to see my life that is really 
going to make the difference at the end of the day”(136).  
For this writing option, identify a time when your perspective turned a possible negative into something 
positive. Perhaps it was something you had hoped and worked for that did not turn out as you planned. 
Perhaps it was someone whose opinion about you needed to be challenged. Describe the difference 
between what others may have seen in the situation, and how your choices brought a new perspective 
to light. 
Consider the following when outlining your essay: 
 What was the specific situation? What might others have seen or believed?  
 How did your perspective put things into a different context? How did your view or action make 
a difference at the end of the day? 
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A word about writing. . .  
Write at least 500 words (two typed double-spaced pages). Provide illustrations or examples from your 
life to support your work. Since this will be the first example of your writing skills for your instructor for 
your First-Year Seminar course, you should demonstrate your understanding of appropriate sentence 
structure, grammar, punctuation and word choice. 
Please return your essay by Friday, August 7th to 
Dr. Thomas Edwards 
Provost 
Thomas College 
180 West River Road 
Waterville, ME 04901 
Tel (207) 859-1362 
Email: edwardst@thomas.edu 
If you email your essay, please save it as a Microsoft Word or “rtf” (rich text format) document. 
If you have any questions about the Common Read project, please do not hesitate to contact Dr. 
Edwards or Debbie Cunningham, Assistant Vice President for Retention Services. Debbie’s telephone 
number and email address are (207) 859-1297 and retdean@thomas.edu. She will be happy to help you 
in any way she can. 
We are looking forward to receiving your project, and to welcoming you on campus this fall.  
Our best wishes to you this summer and for the coming 
semester! 
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APPENDIX B: CODER TRAINING MATERIALS 
Project Purpose 
The project seeks to determine if a relationship can be identified between how students describe 
themselves as overcoming difficulties and student retention can be identified. 
 
Perspective 
The project adopts a communication orientation and a communication methodology.  
 
Method 
Content analysis is a method used to analyze and interpret a large number of objects.  
 Focuses on texts (artifacts of human communication)—common reading essays in this 
case 
 Suited to address large body of texts  
 Body of literature demonstrating applications within post-secondary education 
 Unit of analysis: common reading essay (one per student) 
 Sampling unit: common reading essays submitted 2012-2015, responding to Option 1 
 Recording unit: representation of coping (see attached) 
 
Prospective Outcome 
Identify a pattern of communication behaviors that would allow the college to develop 
supportive structures 
 
Review of Ethics Statement  
134 
 
 
Common Reading Essay Coder Understandings 
You are invited to support a research project that is under the supervision of both Thomas College and the 
University of Maine. Your role is to review and code essays previously submitted as part of Thomas 
College’s common reading assignment. Because your work will be used in a study that may inform 
student support programming at Thomas College, you will need to observe good research practices as 
described in the following understandings:  
 
1. Your are not compelled to serve as a coder and will be compensated at the same rate as your 
tutoring/mentoring rate in your tutoring/mentoring paycheck. 
 
2. You may stop serving as a coder at any time without impact on your tutoring/mentoring role. Notify 
the Primary Investigator as soon as possible if you decide to leave the project team. 
 
3. You may code essays in the Student Success Center only and access essays only through the 
designate ATLASti software. You may code essays during tutoring/mentoring hours if no students 
need services. You may receive approval for additional hours by the Primary Investigator.  
 
4. Identifying information of the students who have written the essays and the content of the essays are 
regarded as confidential. Do not discuss any identifying information or the content of the essays with 
anyone other than the Primary Investigator. 
 
5. If you encounter an essay that makes you concerned for the safety of the writer or someone else, 
notify the Primary Investigator immediately. Note the essay’s unique identification number.  
 
6. If you find an essay copy from which identifying information has not been removed or if you 
recognize the identity of an essay writer due to its content, do not code the essay and immediately 
notify the Primary Investigator.  
 
7. Coding in essays should be based on the labels and descriptions provided. Notify the primary 
investigator about irregularities or inconsistencies related to coding.  
 
8. Accurate and consistent coding takes priority over personal preferences and any working hypotheses 
of the Primary Investigator.  
 
9. Notify the primary investigator each time you have reviewed 25 essays, so reliability can be 
evaluated.  
 
10. Should you develop concerns about the project or need to debrief anything you have read or any part 
of your experience with the project, please contact Debbie Cunningham as Primary Investigator at 
207-859-1297, 207-624-2423 or cunninghamd@thomas.edu.  
 
11. If you are not able to contact the Primary Investigator for an extended period of time or have concern 
about the behavior of the Primary Investigator, please contact Tom Edwards, Provost, Thomas 
College at 207-859-1362 or edwardst@thomas.edu or John Sherblom, Professor, University of Maine 
at 207-581-1940 or john@maine.edu. 
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12. If you experience discomfort as a result of serving as a coder, you are encouraged to utilize 
counseling services for support. You may contact Carol Jollata at 207-859-1245 or 
counselor@thomas.edu. You are not required to notify the Primary Investigator if you elect to utilize 
counseling services.  
 
I understand these aforementioned principles to my responsibilities as a coder and commit to follow them 
to the best of my ability and in the best interest of the study. I understand not adhering to these principles 
can interfere with the outcomes of the study and may result in me no longer serving as a coder. 
 
 
___________________________________  
Coder Printed Name 
 
____________________________________  
Coder Signature 
 
______________ 
Date  
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Discussion of Codes 
Primary scales (Tobin, 2001) 
Scale Inventory Item Sample text 
Problem solving I worked on solving the problems 
in the situation. 
I made a plan of action and 
followed it. 
I went to practice every night. 
I felt myself working harder 
than I ever had before. 
I searched all my options and 
found a way to apply for 
financial aid without my parents 
permission [sic]. 
Cognitive restructuring I convinced myself that things 
aren’t quite as bad as they 
seemed. 
I reorganized the way I looked at 
the situation, so things didn’t look 
so bad. 
I finally decided that I needed to 
get myself together. 
I had to remind myself of why I 
was here. 
It didn’t take me long to realize 
that this isn’t who I was 
Express emotions I let my emotions out. 
I got in touch with my feelings 
and just let them go. 
But one day I gathered up my 
courage and went by to have a 
chat with him. 
Social support I found somebody who was a 
great listener.  
I talked to someone about how I 
was feeling. 
One person that really helped 
me see the end of the dark 
tunnel was my adult friend. 
I joined National Honor Society 
and JMG.  
Problem avoidance I went along as if nothing were 
happening. 
I avoided thinking/doing anything 
about the situation. 
I did everything I could to avoid 
going back to school. 
I never wrote that letter.  
Wishful thinking I wished the situation would go 
away or somehow be over with. 
I hoped a miracle would happen. 
We thought one weekend 
wouldn’t hurt we would go the 
next weekend.  
Self criticism I criticized myself for what 
happened.  
I blamed myself. 
For a long time I blamed 
myself.  
I should have noticed how 
unhappy she was. 
Social withdrawal I spent more time alone. 
I avoided being with people. 
I shut myself in my bedroom 
and played games to shut 
everything out. 
I couldn’t bear being at school.   
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Review of Codes and Sample Essays 
[sample essays omitted]  
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Using Atlas.ti 
 
1. Double click on Atlas.ti 
 
2. Select “Documents” and select “Filter” and “Families” and then choose your coder number. 
 
 
 
3. Use the P-Docs drop-down menu to select an uncoded essay: shows (0). 
 
 
 
4. Begin reading the essay. 
 
  
139 
 
 
5. When a statement reflects one of the categories from Tobin’s research, highlight it and 
choose the code from the dropdown list by using the right mouse click 
optioncodingselect codes from list.  
 
 
 
 
 
Double-click on the indicated code. 
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The selected code will appear in the “memo” window to the right of the document. 
 
 
 
 
6. Continue reading. 
 
7. Mark all the relevant statements in an essay. 
 
8. Close the document with the X in the right corner (do not close the program). 
 
9. Select the next essay and repeat the process. 
 
10. When you have coded 25 essays or need to stop due to time, close AtlasTI using the X in the 
right hand corner. When prompted save your work. Notify me when you have completed 25 
essays, so I can check for inter-coder reliability.  
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